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	1. Chapter 1

It was beginning to getting dark. The ocean was quiet and calm, just like the sky above it. The only thing which disturbed the peace around was black dragon flying low and very slowly over the waves. Or more precisely his rider, who was trying to persuade him to speed up.

"Oh come on, Toothless! You trudge like a gronkle who ate a millstone for dinner!" the boy said to the dragon, which just cooed in response and continued at his current speed and with content smile on his lips.

"I knew that this last batch of dragon nip I gave you will come back and bite me in my... you know what!" sighed Hiccup. There was no point to try to convince Toothless to do _anything_ when he was in this happy mist caused by the dragon drug.

Toothless purred and Hiccup gave up. He lay down on dragon's back and decided to enjoy the view on the rising stars above him. At the end, it was a while he had a chance to just... relax.

It was a year since he left his home on the back of his faithful friend. One long lonely year, during which he really missed his sturdy village with its stubborn people, tasteless food and insufferable weather. It was still his home and he loved it, even through he never was truly _one of them_, how would someone emphasize every now and then. But after all, being _different_ brought him not one, but two best friends he could ask for. Unfortunately, only one of them was able to come with him on this big journey and frankly, listening to goofy purring of the dragon, Hiccup was beginning to reconsidering the choice.

He spent the first few months after his departure travelling south. It was more from necessarily then caprice. Winter was quickly approaching and he wasn't properly prepared for it. In the blizzards and snowstorms which plagued the whole Archipelago during the winter months was almost impossible to travel – the cold was too harsh to stand and getting any fresh supplies was virtually equal to miracle.

He hoped that he would at least get some information about what was looking for there, but he was mistaken. South islands and lands very often didn't even know dragons and if they did, they have nothing new to tell him about them. The whole "extremely dangerous, kill on sight" was obviously pretty popular opinion.

He was better now, but these first months, filled with failure of obtaining what he wanted, made him nearly desperate. In his mind he imagined it will take him few weeks to find out how to take down the Dragon Queen and then he could go home, save the day and be a hero. After a while, he let go of that "hero" bit. After another few unsuccessful weeks he even shortly considered to turn and just go back to Berk.

He was homesick. He missed his dad (as much as improbable that sounded). Although he was still angry at him for not listening and more than little hurt by his harsh last words to him, he wanted to see him again. He wanted to prove him he _is_ worthy of being his son. (And killing the big dragon seemed to be a good way to do it).

He also missed Gobber and working in the forge. He even missed the smith's advices for life he always got though he never really wanted them.

And above that all, he truly missed his friend Ruffnut. He even went that far and drew her picture in his notebook – just to make sure he wouldn't forget her face during their separation, of course. That would be pretty embarrassing, when he would finally come home and didn't recognize her, wouldn't it?

Well, anyway, the initial despair eventually passed and when also winter left and let the spring take its place, Hiccup's mood improved and with that came new determination and verve for his quest. Full of hope he went back north and this time, his searching brought its fruits. He was already gone from home for six months, when he heard about the Dragon Conqueror for the first time.

It was on the islands located so far from Berk he would never even dream about visiting them before. He landed with Toothless in the woods during the night, stole empty boat from the port and sailed a little further to the sea. He came back to the island at the morning, claiming to be traveller, buying what he needed and sailing away at the evening again. He would come back under the veil of darkness, return the boat, pick up Toothless and fly away.

It was the scenario he usually used when visiting human colonies. Because he visited so many places, he always had something interesting he could trade for enough food and other supplies. For some aromatic spice from south he once even got some fabric – that was when one of the women of the place where he just were correctly pointed that his pants were barely reaching the middle of his calves. It however took him another two months and seven new islands until he found someone who made him new ones.

Anyway, this time he beside the food also needed to visit the forge. One of the metal components making Toothless' tailfin itself bended after being hit during the encounter with _not so friendly_ citizens of near island and needed to be repaired. Thankfully, the local blacksmith was welcoming enough to let him use his smithy. He was also very talkative.

After careful beginning (Hiccup learned very quickly that saying you are technically runaway brought only suspicions, not overwhelming desire to help) he said his half made story about dragon problem on his home (true) and him being send to find a help (not so true). To his utter surprise, blacksmith told him a tale about man who was able to tame dragons with mere look and then made them to do anything he wanted. He wasn't able to tell Hiccup the name of this person, but he pointed him to someone who would.

And so began Hiccup's hopping from island to island, from one story teller to another. It took him six weeks after he firstly heard about him just to get to someone who actually wasn't only repeating stories, but was able to direct him to concrete people.

But now, _now_ he was finally there. On the way to Ice Islands, which were the last stop before reaching the Drago Bludvist's camp – the man he was looking for.

He had to admit, that name gave him shivers down to his spine. To his uneasy feeling also didn't help the fact, that nearly everyone with whom he talked about this man wore the same unclear expressions on their faces. But no one ever told him to turn back and don't try to approach this man. Everyone always confirmed that Drago Bludvist is indeed the one who can defeat any dragon. So Hiccup shoved his doubts deep into back of his mind and full of youngish naivety went asking for help to him. When he was later sitting in the prison, he thought he should listen to his inner voice more.

The first sign that something will be probably wrong came the minute he crossed the border of Drago's camp. Thankfully, Toothless slept off his overdose of dragon nip and today was again in his full strength, so they managed to avoid all flying nests, bolas and other traps which were sent on them by soldiers on the ground. However, it wasn't the welcome Hiccup imagined.

They weren't any safer after landing. Hiccup rather decided to land outside the camp, but it didn't help him much, at the end. The minute his feet touched the soil under, he was surrounded by dozens of men, all of them wearing thick armour and long hollow sticks, which they used for shooting the small arrows on them. Poisoned ones. Right before he slipped into unconsciousness, Hiccup realised that he may have just do one of the biggest mistakes of his life. And this hypothesis was confirmed a few hours later, when he woke up chained to wall in damp, dark cell with no windows, but plenty of rats.

His head felt dizzy, but he still tried to get out from his manacles. It just made him more lightheaded, so he rather stopped again. However, the rumbling woke up the other occupant of the dungeon. With tired whirr, the black dragon opened his eyes and when he found out he's also firmly chained to the place, he began fight his restrains angrily.

"Toothless! Calm down, bud! It won't help!" Hiccup cried out on his dragon, relieved he was with him and okay. Well, as okay as someone locked in prison could be.

"I've got us into some mess, didn't I, bud?" the boy asked his friend and Toothless answered with another moan. He could be wrong, but Hiccup was pretty sure the dragon is agreeing with him. Yes, they were in serious trouble. Of course, only if this wasn't one big misunderstanding.

Hiccup thought for a moment. Maybe this was all just some mix-up? Maybe Drago has interpreted their arrival as attack and was just defending himself and his men? Maybe he will come here soon and after Hiccup will explain, he will release him and they will laugh on it together? Voice in his head which sounded suspiciously like his father told him not being an idiot and stop trying to find some non-existent positives in this. Hiccup shook his head and had to agree with his sub consciousness.

Just when he tried the second time to liberate himself, he heard the steps outside the door of the cell. It didn't take long and the door opened, firstly two random soldiers coming in, then some young chap in light fur vest and distinctively shaven facial hairs and finally large man wearing cloak made from something which uncomfortably reminded the dragon skin.

Toothless started to growl immediately and Hiccup gulped, his throat feeling suddenly very dry. Nope, no positives in this, indeed.

The man didn't say a word, just watched Hiccup intently. Hiccup tried to stare him back, but he didn't manage it for very long time and soon he lowered his eyes to ground. Silence continued and after a while, Hiccup was already half mad by that and ready to start conversation about weather or recipes for cooked mutton, jut to break it. Then the man finally spoke up.

"Who are you?" he asked and Hiccup's insides tightened on his tone. Still, he managed to answer.

"My name is Hiccup... sir," he said and hoped his respectful salutation will gain him some plus points. He didn't dare to ask who _he_ was. In fact, he was pretty sure he knew that already. This was Drago Bludvist's camp. It was only understandable that the most frightening man around would be the big boss himself. Suddenly, the hunted looks of everyone who he encountered in the connection of this man, made sense.

"And what do you want here, Hic-cup," Drago asked, drawling his name mockingly and then making a few steps to Toothless, examining him carefully. The dragon continued to growl menacingly, not averting his eyes from man's cold stare. Drago looked really intrigued for a brief second and Hiccup took it as a sign of his good mood (if he was able to have some) and quickly spewed out:

"We have come in peace, sir. I'm sorry if you interpreted out arrival as an attack. I admit it may not have been very fortunate to just fly here, but, well, you don't have any office where I could ask for arranging the meeting, so I just thought..." he was babbling, like he often did when he was dealing with something unexpected. By the corner of his eye he noticed the guy with goatee smirk for a second, and then his attention was snatched back to Drago by man's angry shout.

"Silence!"

"I've came to ask for help," blurted Hiccup finally the reason he came here in the first place. Dragon conqueror gave him unreadable look.

"With the dragon," added Hiccup for explanation and waited for answer.

No one said anything for a while. When Drago finally broke the silence, it was with suspicious tone.

"You seem to have this one quite under control," he said and nodded in the direction of the Night Fury. It was rewarded by another threatening roar from the dragon. Hiccup in the fear of Drago taking Toothless' growling as sign of danger and reacting accordingly for such threat, quickly spluttered:

"Oh, not with this one! Toothless is about as dangerous as newly born puppy. He's absolutely fine! No... uh... it's about the Queen of the nest near my home." He held his breath in anticipation of what will come next. Drago seem to think for a minute and then to Hiccup's utter relief said:

"Tell me more." Young dragon rider happily complied.

"Uh... it's been controlling all dragons in the area. They have to serve it, bring it food. Which mean they have to raid us. My home, that's it."

"Queen, you say..."

"Yes..." confirmed Hiccup and then carefully added: "I heard that you have a power to control dragons. Maybe... maybe you could try to take control over this one too." He shut up and eyed the man expectantly. Drago's young companion came into Hiccup's sight and the boy was very surprised to find out he's looking at him with badly suppressed rage in his eyes. How he managed to anger _this one_?

"Oh, I will, don't worry," whispered Drago, not paying Hiccup or his men any more attention.

"Really?" squeaked Hiccup, relieved and for a second, his chest was flooded by feeling of absolute happiness.

"I mean, that's great! I... I don't know what to say! Thank you! You will save us!" He would hug him, if not being still chained to the wall. But, at the end, it was maybe well he was, because what came next made Hiccup want to smash the man's head against the wall. And his own too.

Drago actually laughed out loud on Hiccup's happy exclamation. In his interpretation it sounded really scary.

"I don't care a _one bit_ about your people. As far as my concern goes, they could be _eaten_ by that queen." He made a little pause, during which an awful realisation began to sink into Hiccup's mind. Drago got lost in his talk and continued:

"Your people are meaningless to me. Useless. But dragon queen, _that_ would be magnificent addition for my army." His eyes got terrifying crazy shine in them. It was precisely that look which made Hiccup finally to recognize that he is dealing with a madman. No noble saviour, no hope for oppressed people. But power hungry maniac who wouldn't stop before anything.

Hiccup didn't dare to say a word more. He frantically tried to come with some way out of this. How could be so stupid? How could he not to see the signs?

"Tell me, boy, where is that dragon of yours hidden?" Drago suddenly stopped his musings over Odin knew what and turned to the boy. Hiccup was however determined to not say a thing. He had suddenly very clear feeling that Berk would be better even with the dragon raids than with this lunatic by its shores.

"Tell me!" shouted Drago. Hiccup braced all scraps of his left courage and stayed silent. Drago huffed angrily. He stepped to one of the soldiers and grabbed his sword.

"Tell me or I will kill him!" he ordered again, pressing the blade against Toothless' neck. Dragon started writhing in his chains again, roaring angrily. Hiccup's heart froze in fear.

"No!" he cried out, desperately trying to get free and help his friend.

"Then tell me!" yelled Drago again. Hiccup was torn between desire to save his friend and duty to his tribe. He knew very well that he can't tell Drago where the Nest with this Queen is – it was too close to home. He couldn't endanger Berk. But he couldn't let Toothless die, either. Wish he had more time for properly thinking about it.

Drago meanwhile lost his patience and prepared to cut the dragon's head off.

"No! Wait!" cried Hiccup. Desperate and crazy idea came to his mind.

"I will... I will navigate you!"

"Tell me _now_!"

"No!" refused Hiccup and looked firmly at the man before him. "You will kill me _and_ my dragon if I will tell you now. You won't need us any more." This better should work; otherwise they will both end as dinner for fish tonight.

Drago watched the boy intently for a while. Then he smirked and lowered the sword. Hiccup's knees wobbled and he would fell down is he wasn't hold upright by the chains.

"Maybe you're not as stupid as I thought," commented Drago. Then he suddenly turned and left the dungeon, his minions hot on his heels. Hiccup heard him giving the orders for preparing for the journey, but he didn't care. His mind was able to hold only one thought – he was alive. Bothe he and Toothless were.


	2. Chapter 2

Ruffnut grabbed Tuff's hair and sunk him under the water, holding him there until he began plucking his limbs. She let go and her brother emerged above the surface of water in the tub, rubbing his face and gasping for air.

"I _hate_ when you're doing it!" he scolded his sister. Ruffnut only smirked and threw a towel on him.

"No, you don't."

Drag Tuffnut into the bathtub and hold him there until he was clean was only way how to make sure he will bath at all. Most Vikings were quite tidy, with regular bath once a week. Tuffnut, however, refused to participate in this. He claimed that his smell is protecting him from trolls. Actually, it probably did, _no one_ wanted to be near Tuff when he crossed the line and his odour started to precede him.

Ruffnut left her brother to dress up. When she came back, Tuffnut was still mumbling curses and insults under his nose, however he smelled quite nicely now, so Ruff generously pretended she's not hearing them. She was sure that many people will thank her when they will be staying beside her brother and not have urge to faint today. It will be hard day as it is.

Today was a one year anniversary of the battle on the Dragon Island.

It really wasn't anything to celebrate. Ruffnut felt pang of pain in her chest every time she thought about that. Sadness over loosing her mother didn't cease yet and probably wouldn't for much longer. She tried to be brave, for the sake of her brother – Tuffnut was taking it even worse than her – but it was hard. At nights, when she was sure no one could see her, she would still let the bitter tears fell and would suffocating with sniffles under her blanket.

But during the day there wasn't a time for mourning. There was too much work to do. Berk was in ruins and even a year later it wasn't fully repaired.

The first raid after unsuccessful fight with Dragon Queen was the most damaging anyone remembered. It was also the first raid in the history of Berk when Vikings weren't fighting back. With the first warning blow on the horn, Chief ordered to everyone grab as many food and animals they could and head to the Great Hall. From there they watched the dragons destroying their homes to ground.

That night, dragons didn't care about sheep which were running around. Their main focus was solemnly on ruining. It would be useless to try and fight them (even if there actually was someone to do so); even Stoick knew that. That first raid was also a foretaste of how it should be from then. From then, raids weren't just about stealing food and defending homes. From then, it was a revenge of the Dragon Queen.

In one night, village was destroyed. Not a one house remained standing.

It was decided not to renovate any of the buildings. All resources were concentrated to gathering food supplies for winter which was quickly approaching. Stoick picked about twenty capable men and women and send them on last remaining ships on sea fishing. They had barely three weeks before ice set in. Not even close enough time for finding a sufficient amount of food, but they had to try.

Other part of warriors went hunting into the woods. Rest of Berk's citizens was separated into groups. Some of them were taking care of injured whose still plenty were around after the battle. Some others were preparing the Great Hall for winter. They all spend next months of harshest part of winter there. Huddling together and prying to their gods for surviving.

They did, albeit not all of them. Some of the injured were too weak to put through the cruel winter. Some of them got sick from shortage of food and warm. When the spring finally came, it was pitiful sight on the once great and proud Hooligan Tribe. But they were alive. And slowly, thanks to their stubbornness and determination, they would get back on their feet.

Now, a year later, village was far from being like before, but there was a few new houses already standing and others prepared to be built just as the snow of this year winter will be gone. One of the waiters for new home was Ruffnut herself. She and Tuffnut were still living in the Great Hall. They weren't on the top of the waiting list. Being young and tough made them semi-volunteered adepts for long term living in harsher conditions.

Snotlout and his family had the privilege to get one of the first houses finished – partly thanks to their connection to Chief (though Stoick himself was still living with Gobber in newly built forge), partly thanks to the fact they were, well, _alive_. Snotlout's dad survived his injuries from the battle. But he couldn't move from his waist down and was grounded to bed or chair, possibly barrow, when someone had time to take him out – which didn't happen very often.

Snotlout was after his dad the only man in the family and so now the responsibility of taking care of his three unmarried sisters, mother and newly crippled father came to him. He was actually doing pretty good job, at least at current conditions. He also always looked like he had everything under control. But Ruff caught him once or twice, sitting in the Hall, holding too big jug of mead (definitely too big for sixteen year old boy, even Viking one) and wearing expression where tiredness, anger and sadness were mixed.

Fishlegs and Astrid were living with them in the Hall. Fishlegs not full time anymore, since house for his family was also finished a few months ago. But because in that one small cottage now lived Fishlegs' parents, two brothers with families and widow after eldest Ingerman's son, it was often crowded and the boy would ironically coming to Great Hall, once busiest building in the town, for a few moments of peace.

Ruffnut was glad. With Snotlout constantly busy, he didn't have a time for his friends anymore and especially Tuffnut was missing his best friend dearly. With no one there to annoy (not in the way he annoyed his sister, that was something different), he would often sunk into dark mood and deep mourning for his mother. But with Fishlegs around, he would forget for a while and just enjoy himself. And also, happy Tuffnut was safer Tuffnut. When in good mood, her brother didn't have the urge to setting things on fire that often.

And then there was Astrid.

Ruffnut tried to abide Hiccup's request and not hold against the other girl everything what happened. And while she was able to admit that she wasn't responsible for the massacre on the Dragon Island (after all, it wasn't her who gave the orders, though it _was_ her who put that idea into Chief's head) and felt sorry for her loosing her parents and staying all alone, she couldn't help but blame her for Hiccup's leaving.

Astrid was so restless and eager to bring the big new to Chief, that she didn't even bothered to stop for a second and think about what it will bring to Chief's son. Sure, she didn't have a reason to any particularly care for Hiccup – he wasn't _her_ friend. But Ruff always fancied her as someone who, albeit a little violent (alright, a little more), would never hurt anyone so badly. But it seemed that Astrid knew her limits only with the axe. When it came to interpersonal relationships, she was obviously pretty useless. Unfortunately, her inability to deal with people lead to Hiccup's semi-volunteered exile.

Ruffnut truly didn't know, if Astrid felt any remorse over all what happened. Astrid was always closed up, not letting anyone to see her feelings (if it wasn't anger or disapproval). Now she became even more unreadable. She never smiled, barely said the word, only doing what she was told, getting up first and coming to bed last. Maybe she tried to undo her mistakes by her diligence and hard work, but Ruffnut didn't know. And frankly, she didn't care that much to try and find out.

"You coming or you gonna to root in ground here?" barked Tuffnut and pulled Ruffnut out from her musings. She gave her brother an evil eye, but followed him from their curtained area in the Hall, out, where the rest of the villagers were already gathering. It was decided on the tribe meeting a few days ago that today they will honour the memory of their dead by short get-together at what once was plaza.

For a many of them it was only opportunity how to honour their dead family members and friends at all. Only bodies of those who died on ships after battle were brought back and sent to Valhalla the proper way. Rest of their people was left on the Dragon Island, by now probably nothing more than bare bones remaining of them.

Ruffnut's stomach made uncomfortable flip at the thought. Their mother was among them. She looked aside at her brother. He was silent now and likely musing about similar things as her, for the wrinkles on his forehead and nose were easily visible. She took his hand and gave it comforting squeeze. Before Tuff pushed her away and mumbled something about "crazy emotional girls" he squeezed her palm back and briefly smiled. That was as far as he was able to get in expressing sentiment.

They reached the middle of the village. Small clearing of ground was already fully crowded, yet the twins managed to get to the very front of the crowd, right before small wooden tribune, which was build there a previous day. Ruffnut saw Snotlout standing nearby, in the middle of his family. His dad was sitting on chair which someone brought, his barrow parked not far away. She nodded at the boy and he returned the greeting, but made no effort of joining them.

A little bit left from Jorgersons stood Fishlegs' family. They too were huddling close together, their faces pulled into mask of sorrow over lost of their eldest son and brother. Ruff examined the rest of the people, answered a few greetings, until her eyes rested on Astrid. She stood outside the main mass of people, arms firmly folded on her chest, her trusty axe by her side – her typical "Fearless Hofferson" pose. And yet, she never seemed to be more vulnerable to Ruffnut as she was at that moment.

But before she had a chance to more elaborate on that, Tuffnut poked her painfully to her side and pointed at the direction of smithy, from where was Stoick coming, Gobber faithfully one step behind him.

Murmurs among the people in crowd quietened, eyes of all were settled on their Chief. Stoick climbed up at the tribune and turned to face them.

"I've never noticed how _ancient_ he is!" whispered Tuffnut into her ear hurriedly and Ruff had to admit her brother was right. She never noticed either, but their Chief _really_ looked old. Lines around his eyes and on his forehead were clearly visible even from their distance and Ruffnut would swear that there were strands of grey hairs in his beard.

"Than you, my friends, for coming!" began Stoick in forceful voice. Last talking people shut up and gave their Chief their full attention.

"We gathered here today to honour the memory of our friends and family members who died a year ago in a battle which... never should happen." People gasped and shocked stared at their Chief. Ruff was speechless. Surely, this couldn't be what she thought it was?

Stoick was a good Chief, devoted to his tribe, no one doubted it. The last year he spent every waking minute by work for his people. He was doing everything he could to repair his village. But, he never said a word about _why_ it was needed in the first place. He never talked about what happened on the Dragon Island and what led them to it. And he also never answered the questions about his son and where _he_ was. So what could urge him to talk now?

"It's a Chief's duty to make decisions which are not easy every time. And it's also Chief's duty to take responsibility for them, no matter how they end. I'm taking this responsibility and therefore I have to tell you the whole truth about what happened a year ago. Not telling would mean dishonouring our dead and be unfair to rest of you, who lost your love ones." He stopped to take the deep breath in and than without any other pausing continued:

"Many of you probably think that what happened couldn't be prevented. But you are wrong. It could and it should be and it is only my fault it wasn't. Many of you also kept asking where my son went. I have to tell you now that these two things are connected.

It was Hiccup, who discovered a Dragon Nest. And it was also him who warned me about what I could find there. But I didn't listen; all I saw was possible end of this war. I ignored my son's warnings and acted against them. The result was death of dozens of our men and women. Deaths which may have been prevented, if I listened to my boy.

I'm not saying that Hiccup was entirely without blame, he did things which I considered as traitorous back then. Now, I'm not so sure. He did what he did and left why he left with his best intentions in mind. He wasn't a coward who left before the battle as some of you think.

I own you an apology. I made bad decision and it cost us many lives and our entire village. If _I_ was more open minded we could stay here today in much bigger number. But in the names of our dead, we will build our homes back and fill them with new generations of warriors. We will stay strong and together we will make it through. And one day, we will reunite again with those we lost." Stoick finished and silence spread among the people staying before him. Nobody said anything as they were letting the conclusion of Chief's words sunk in.

Ruffnut had to admit she was impressed. Sure, she would be even more if he would make some comment to Hiccup's biggest "betrayal", befriending Toothless, but for a start this would have to do. Not many leaders had the courage and conscience to admit they were wrong. Stoic did. Of course, it won't bring their dead back; neither will it make their lost any easier. But the Chief was right; it was fair to all of them to know the truth.

She furtively looked around. It seemed that most of the villagers came to the same conclusion as her. Stoick made a wrong decision with his best intentions on mind. He took a responsibility for it. There was no reason to hold grudge against him any more. Everyone knew it won't help to anything.

Ruff looked up at tribune and to her utter surprise she found out the Chief is looking at her. She remembered Hiccup saying to not hate Astrid for what she did. He never said a word about his father, but Ruff knew he loved him and would wish a second chance for him too. She could do that. For Stoick and... maybe even for Astrid, in the time. She gave her Chief a small smile and brief nod, which he gratefully returned. Then Gobber stepped forward and spoke:

"_You_ may have made this call, but _we_ decided to follow you. No matter what happened in the past, we will stay faithful to you and we will carry the consequences together. Only that way we can survive." He gave his friend a pat on the shoulder and looked around the crowd before him, encouraging anyone to say something.

Tuffnut was already opening his mouth, but Ruffnut shut him up just in time. She knew very well what he want to say. But right now it really wasn't proper.

Except for that, nobody made any sign of adding anything on their own. But that really didn't matter. More important was that they all now fully understand and knew what happened. Now, they could all finally begin to heal.


	3. Chapter 3

Hiccup woke up with a startled jerk. He was disoriented for a short second, but then he remembered where he was. Still in Drago's prison. Not his most favourite place on earth at the moment. Kind of spooky. So, how he even managed to fell asleep there remained a mystery. Probably general emotional exhaustion. Finding out that man who you have been hunting for a good part of the year in hope of salvation for your people turned to be crazy maniac tend to do that to someone.

He assured that Toothless was still with him and then just out of habit tried his chains. They were still firmly clasped around his wrists and ankles. Hiccup sighed and once again started to think about way out of the mess he personally got himself into. Leading Drago to Dragon Queen and potentially Berk was now out of the question. However, dying also wasn't the preferred opinion.

The cell sunk into the silence again. Only sounds which were to hear from time to time were rustlings of rat's feet on the floor and Toothless' mournful moans. In the past, Hiccup found out that his friend really didn't like tight, dark places, so now he had to be very unhappy. Thankfully, Hiccup managed to calm him down enough to not blow this place up with his plasma blasts. Given the fact they were probably under the ground, it wouldn't be the best idea.

Unfortunately, it was also _only_ idea he got. So when he heard the steps from outside the cell, panic gripped him. No! They couldn't be coming for him already! Surely, preparing the army for travel had to take more time? The time he desperately needed and didn't have. Hiccup's breathing hitched in his throat while listening to key creak in the lock and then watched the heavy doors to slowly open and reveal...

... not Drago Bludvist. Huh.

Instead of the Dragon Conqueror, the young man who accompanied him during Hiccup's interrogation stepped in. He was holding a torch in one hand and bunch of keys in the other. Hiccup expected him to set him free and take to Drago, but the man gave him not much as brief look and went straight to Toothless. The black dragon started to growl again, although not as angrily as he did when the guy's boss was starring at him.

The man was measuring Toothless for another while and then he finally turned to Hiccup, who didn't dare to say a word the whole time.

"I have a proposition for you," said the man. Hiccup's eyebrows shoot up to his hairline in absolute shock. That wasn't something he expected. But before he got a chance to gush over that unusual politeness, the man continued:

"If you can make sure that this dragon will stay quiet and calm the whole time, I can get you two out. If not, I'm going to kill you both, right now. Either way, you won't get into Drago's hands again, so I think you're still the winner here." On that, Hiccup could only gape with his mouth wide open. Even Toothless seem to be surprised, if his curiously opened eyes were any indication.

"Think quickly, boy. Sun will rise soon. They are coming for you." If he tried to be dramatic, it definitely worked. It was probably just his imagination, but Hiccup could swear that in that moment, he heard the boots of Drago's soldiers stomping up above his head.

"Why should I trust you?" managed Hiccup finally to squeak out. The man chuckled.

"You shouldn't. You _have_ _to_. Or did you get any other offers for escape tonight?" That was what did it. Hiccup always appreciated people with sarcastic sense for humour. He was also convinced that these people can't be entirely bad, though he hadn't any scientific proof for that. But, so he didn't for his gut feeling and that one was barely ever wrong and now was screaming on him to let this guy to help him. And because last time he ignored his inner voice he ended up... well, _here_, he decided to go for it.

"Toothless can move like a cat. He won't be any trouble." Hiccup promised. The man gave him one last evaluating look and then nodded and began releasing the boy from his shackles.

The second Hiccup was free he had an irresistible urge to cheerfully shout, but he managed to stop himself just in time. Instead, he went to Toothless and kept him calm while the other man was dealing with his chains. Toothless wasn't as good as him in containing his happiness and gave Hiccup great lick across almost his entire upper body. It was disgusting, but Hiccup was so glad to be free that he didn't mind.

"Don't celebrate yet, we can still be killed on the way out," snickered the man and Hiccup immediately snapped to full attention. Being killed was something he really didn't want to, any way.

The man checked the hall and then motioned them to follow him. Hiccup did so without the hitch and so did Toothless. Dragon also felt this was their only chance for escape and behaved as never before. Hiccup could say that even their saviour was impressed by his good manners.

They get on the ground and Hiccup for the first time in two days breathed in a fresh air. However, he didn't have a time to enjoy it. They had to wait until the patrol passed them and then they rushed to the harbour. Hiccup turned back to look where he was actually held. He saw small fortress made from stones and wood. It was set on the big rock towering out of the water. It looked just as unwelcoming from the outside as did from the inside.

"Move, boy! We don't have a time for sightseeing!" scolded him the man and roughly grabbed his arm and dragged him down the rocky path to harbour. Hiccup rather didn't argued and just kept moving his legs to catch up with his companion. He noticed that Toothless was eyeing the man with not very friendly stare now. Apparently, he didn't like when _anyone_ was rude to his boy, no matter if that anyone also happened to be their live saviour. Hiccup chuckled secretly, pleased by dragon's loyalty.

They reached the water in short time. Without the pause, man led them to one of the smaller ships docked here. Hiccup wondered why there are not any guards around, even though it was middle of the night. Then he noticed pair of legs shod in heavy fur boots sticking out of the shadows at the docks. Obviously, someone already took care about them. Hiccup didn't know if he should be grateful or terrified.

They get to the ship and after giving the signal (the man made a sound which sounded like something between polar fox howling and drunken owl) they boarded. Once on the deck they were surrounded by about other thirty men.

"We were beginning to worry you wouldn't make it," said one of them. He was short and looked a little older then Hiccup's rescuer. The man in question only laughed:

"Me? Never!" he patted his friend on the back and started to give the orders, which were swiftly obeyed. In the short time the ship was on the free sea, sailing away from Drago's camp. Hiccup stayed quiet all the time and tried to not be in the way. He urged Toothless move to the side of the ship and patiently waited for someone to acknowledge him.

For a second he considered to just jump on Toothless' back and fly away – his saddle was still on dragon's back – but he decided it would be very ungrateful of him to leave without at least saying thank you, so he waited. In the meantime he used the fact they're not caring about him to observe his rescuers.

It seemed that the man who took him and Toothless out from the prison was actually their leader; through he wasn't the oldest here. But everyone did everything he said, so he was obviously greatly respected.

They also didn't seem to be bothered at all by the presence of the dragon. Once or twice some of the men gave Toothless quick glance when he rushed around them to his duties, but that was all. They looked like having a dragon on the deck was everyday matter.

Finally, after almost an hour he got some attention. They were already far into the ocean, probably no one was following them (yet), so the man who rescued him came to the boy and the dragon. He handed Hiccup a jug of water, which he gratefully accepted. When he doused his thirst, he spoke.

"You think my dragon would get some too?" The man gave him sceptical look, but fulfilled his wish. While Toothless was greedily gulping his water from the bucket, Hiccup turned his attention to the man.

"I have to thank you. Without you, we wouldn't be able to get out. You saved your lives," he said honestly. The man just snickered.

"Not only yours." Hiccup frowned and his brows knitted in confusion.

"What do you mean?" he asked perplexedly. Was he some professional captive rescuer or what?

"I mean that you are an idiot, boy." Okay, that was a little bit harsh, but Hiccup could understand why he was thinking it.

"Because of going for help to Drago Bludvist? I have to agree," he shrugged. The man did a few steps closer to him (Toothless growled ominously, but it didn't stopped him) and with his finger pointed somewhere in direction where behind the sea Drago's camp probably was, he hissed to Hiccup's face:

"Because of telling that madman about the gigantic bloodthirsty dragon!" He sounded really angry and Hiccup suddenly didn't know what to say.

"I..." he tried to explain himself, to justify his actions, but the man didn't give him a chance.

"What have you been _thinking_?"

"I thought he would help me! My people!" exclaimed Hiccup desperately. The man let out dishonest laugh.

"Drago Bludvist?" he asked and shook his head in disbelief. "_Helping_ someone? Maybe to their grave." He seemed to be calmer now, so Hiccup carefully interjected:

"Yeah, that's the impression I got from him too, now when I finally met him personally."

"And what the Hel did you thought about him _before_?"

"Well... I don't know," admitted Hiccup and scratched back of his head. Then he hesitantly added:

"I was more hoping then thinking." The man snorted.

"Yes... that's explaining much." Hiccup's chest tightened. Suddenly, it all sunk in. He was really idiot. The signs were there, but he ignored them, obstinately settled on his goal. It actually reminded him someone... _When_ exactly he became his father?

"If I just knew... or looked deeper into what people were saying. But I was blind by hope..." he murmured more to himself then to the man. His companion left him for a while to swim in his unhappy thoughts, but then interrupted his musings abruptly:

"Well, there is no point to cry over the spilled milk. What is done is done. Now, we have to repair the damage you have made." Hiccup looked at him, startled, and blinked confusedly.

"What? What do you mean?"

"Drago Bludvist won't stop before getting that dragon into his army," the man explained and then almost unintelligibly added: "And I would be dammed if I let it happen." Hiccup heard him, through.

"But how do you want to stop him?" he asked. Then man grinned at him.

"I don't. I have only one ship and he has an armada. He would crush us down in the minute."

"So what..."

"We have to get to that dragon before him and kill it before Drago got a chance to capture it!" he said and Hiccup gaped at him with eyes so wide they almost popped out of his head.

"Are you _mad_?" he cried out incredulously. He couldn't be hearing right. Why _everyone_ he knew had this incomprehensible need to head to certain dead every time they had a chance? Seriously, _everyone_.

"That thing is colossal! You will never take it down on your own. That is why I came to find help in the first place!"

"Don't underestimate me, boy. I'm the finest dragon trapper alive." Hiccup had no idea what _that_ meant, but frankly, it didn't impress him much.

"That won't any particularly help you," he deadpanned with an unwavering stare, which the man calmly returned.

"Then you will," he said and Hiccup was once again at lost of the words.

"M-Me?" he stuttered. The man nodded in confirmation.

"Yes. You are the one who got us into this mess, after all." On that, Hiccup inflated his cheeks, offended.

"Uh, you know... _technically_, you didn't have to help me," he said caustically. The man gave him a look which said very clearly to think twice before he will say something else. Hiccup quickly forgot his hurt feelings and hurriedly assured his saviour:

"Not that I'm complaining!"

"You better not."

"Look, I don't know if I can do... whatever it is you want me to do," tried Hiccup once more to convince him, but the man just pointed on Toothless sitting beside Hiccup. The dragon was behaving extra good, which just served to help prove the man's point.

"You've tamed a Night Fury. That's telling. If anyone can take that beast down, you can." Normally, Hiccup would be swelling with pride after hearing such praise on his person. How often in his life he longed to hear something like this? And he gets it now, when he would be hundreds time rather useless runt as always.

"Ever heard about the blind faith? Because I think that's what we have here," he snickered sarcastically. The man smirked.

"I saw you over wit Drago at the end. That was pretty impressive."

"It would be useless if you didn't save me," pointed Hiccup out quite correctly.

"Yes... moment of surprise... put _that_ into your plan."

"I _don't_ have any plan!" he cried out, suddenly having the feeling of déjà-vu. Why don't people _ever_ listen to him?

"Not yet. But you will. And you better hurry. Drago knows where our fort is and he knows we will have to stop there before we'll continue elsewhere. We may be a little bit ahead of him, but not much."

"Why do you trust me?" cried out Hiccup and shrugged his arms viciously. "And... And why should _I_ trust _you_? You _were_ with Drago back there. What if this is some overly complicated scheme to get the location of that dragon out of me? Maybe I should just jump on Toothless here and leave."

"Yes. Maybe you should," the man agreed and Hiccup found himself staring at him with mouth suddenly wide open. Before he could even comprehend what the heck _that_ should mean, the man continued:

"But then don't came back crying when you will find out that Drago found that Queen and your home along the way. Because that is what will happen. You settled him onto it and he won't stop until he gets what he wants. It may take him a little bit more time, but he will succeed." He was staring Hiccup straight to the eyes, making sure the boy knew he meant every single word.

Hiccup wasn't able to come with any reply. Something in the other man eyes assured him about his sincerity. He obviously knew Drago much longer then him. He had to know what he is capable of. And it had to be awful things. After all, he was ready to kill Hiccup the moment he saw him, the young dragon rider was sure about that. In that moment, Hiccup realised he really doesn't have a choice. If he wanted to protect his home and all who lived there, he will have to collaborate with this man.

That realisation had to shown on his face, because the man straightened himself comfortably, evidently feeling he won.

"Bjorn!" he addressed the man who was just walking by. Sailor stopped and waited for orders from his fellow.

"Find some furs for the boy and dinner for both of them," he pointed in direction of Hiccup and Toothless. Bjorn nodded in agreement and left to do so. On the mention of food, Hiccup's stomach growled loudly. Toothless gave him funny look.

"Keep that dragon under control," warned him the man for last time and then turned to leave. Hiccup quickly snapped out of his trance introduced by man's speech and called after him.

"Hey! Wait!"

"What?" the man turned back, sounding a little annoyed now. Hiccup didn't let this intimidate him and bravely asked about what was bugging him from the almost first minute they got on this ship.

"What's your name?" he blurted out and immediately continued. "I just, when we will now obviously work together, I guess I should refer to you by some other title then _strange, a little bit hostile person I've never met before_." The man actually chuckled at that.

"Oh, where are my manners," he said mockingly and then with slight bow he introduced himself:

"I'm Eret, son of Eret." It was short and oddly impressing. Hiccup straightened into his full height and as proudly as it was possible with name like his, he said:

"My name is Hiccup. Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III." Eret smirked again.

"Welcome aboard."


	4. Chapter 4

Albeit there wasn't anyone to train, there were still dragons in the stables in Training Ring. Shortly after battle there were calls for their heads, even through they had nothing to do with the fight itself, but Stoick decided to let them go instead. They didn't have resources to feed them during the winter, anyway.

However, dragons didn't left. They didn't go back to the nest as everyone expected, but stayed in the deserted Ring during the winter. They had safe sheltered place for sleep there and it was right next to sea. For dragons it wasn't any problem go fishing even during the winter months. All they had to do was breathe fire on ice and then just sink their head under the water.

The dragons left them alone and because they were all so busy, nobody cared of them. Until during one raid, Gustav Larson noticed something strange. He was outside with Tuffnut and was watching dragons trying to find any remaining animals around. Dragons flew even to the Ring in the hope they will find there something. However, when they got there, they were scared away by four dragons which lived there now. Not only that "their" dragons didn't try to steal their food, they also protected their new home.

When Tuffnut was describing it to his friends later, nobody seemed to believe him, except for Ruffnut. In seemingly unimportant event Ruff saw the proof of Hiccup's theory of dragons being enslaved by that Queen and not raiding them voluntarily. Now, all she had to do was convince others.

This was much easier to say then done. Ruffnut was known as village troublemaker and not really the brightest head around, so no one took anything she said very seriously. Also, during the first winter no one was really in mood to listen about dragons being _good_.

With everything around happening, Ruff couldn't blame them. She hoped that in spring, when she will be able to _show_ them, she will be luckier. Unfortunately, as soon as sun stayed in the sky long enough to melt the ice on the sea, dragons left, leaving their winter home behind. Ruff would be much more upset and angry about that if she had in fact time for it. That summer was in sign of repairing. No one had the time for anything else.

They would almost forget about them, if not being their return few days after the Battle on the Dragon Island anniversary. By coincidence, it was again Tuffnut who saw them. He started to shout "Dragon attack!" automatically and his fellow Vikings were already gathering around him with weapons in ready, when they finally realised who is coming. Four dragons – in their front was flying blue Deadly Nadder, closely behind him reddish Monstrous Nightmare and acidly green Hideous Zippleback. With a small gap behind them was floating the brown Gronkle.

They didn't aim at the village or the Great Hall itself. They just made the circle around the houses, everyone barfed on waiting Vikings mouthful of fish and then they headed to Training Ring, leaving everyone stare at them completely at lost of words. They especially didn't know what to say about these fish. Was it a... gift? Rent for using their stables during the winter? Everyone was so baffled that they didn't even think about going and killing them. So now Ruffnut had the perfect teaching equipment.

She spent the next days by convincing everyone who was willing to listen about what Hiccup thought. But aside her brother, not many people were interested in what _he_ had to say. Even through that Stoick's speech during the anniversary helped a little, majority of the Berk's citizens still weren't able to accept any other view on dragons than they were taught from the early childhood. Dragons were monsters, killing animals.

They admitted that Hiccup may have been right when he warned his father to not engage them in the battle, but they surely didn't forget he _befriended_ one. Ruffnut was mad at herself for revealing this information back year ago before her mother was leaving to her death. Keeping it to herself would make things much easier now.

However, even through the grudging circumstances, she managed to convince a few people to at least give her a chance to show them what dragons really were and so now she was leading a small group of teenagers through the drifts of this year first snow in the direction of Training Ring.

She had Tuffnut by her side, of course (he thought it was absolutely _awesome_ to go to dragons so close). Fishlegs were there for "study reasons", as he said. Snotlout spared a while in his busy schedule and joined them too, although more for fun of watching them die in flames than anything else (he really wasn't in dragon friendly mood). Few steps behind them was scuttling Gustav, trying to pretend he's older then he is and not scared at all. At the end there was Astrid.

Ruff wasn't sure why _she_ is with them. Sure, she caught her few time nearby, when she was talking about dragons, but the other girl never showed the smallest interest in her words or being listening at all. But, here she was, looking fierce and determined as always, with her axe by her side. Ruffnut frowned. Which at "don't-bring-weapons-you-will-make-them- angry" she didn't understand?

"So, why are we here again?" asked Snotlout when they came nearer. Ruffnut sighed and explained again.

"Just to check things." Ruffnut rather didn't tell anyone else except her friends about what is she planning. She had very clear feeling that the adults would not be very happy about that. Anyway, today she really only wanted to check the dragons and see for her own eyes how they are coping with winter this year.

"No fighting," she added and shot an evil glare at Astrid's axe.

"Pity, I'm quite in the mood of chopping off a few dragons heads," murmured Snotlout, unfortunately not quietly enough for others to not hearing him.

"Yeah, with your _face_," snorted Ruffnut and rolled her eyes. Others chuckled and Ruff noticed that even Astrid's lips turned upward a little. Really, who saw into that girl's head and actually _understood_ it, should get a statue.

They finally reached the Ring. They didn't dare to go in, but they stopped at the gallery around. They slowly peeked out from behind the windblown walls of snow and then in unison gasped in surprise.

What they saw before them was nothing what could any Viking ever imagine. In the closed space of Training Ring peacefully lived small community of dragons. Currently present were Deadly Nadder, Zippleback and about ten Terrible Terrors.

They weren't fighting, well, definitely not with any intention to kill or even harm each other. Terrors were bickering among each other, while both bigger dragons were watching them with almost bored expressions on their faces. They actually reminded to Ruffnut older siblings which were left to babysit the younger ones. When bickering between the Terrors went too far, one of them would roar on them or flame them a little. Small dragons would calm down for a while, before they went back to their old ways.

They were so immersed in watching the scene before them that they didn't even notice another two dragons approaching. It was Astrid, who spotted them first.

"Look!" she whispered suddenly and pointed at the sky above the sea. The two remaining dragons were coming from that direction, Monstrous Nightmare holding in its claws something which looked like a smaller whale.

They flew into the Ring, Nightmare dropped his prey and Gronkle burped out nice pile of small fish. Terrors didn't wasted a second and pounced on the fish immediately, other dragons however waited until the hunters settled down and only then started to eat.

"That's amazing!" whispered Fishlegs and gazed the scene under him with wonder in his eyes. Tuffnut, Gustav and Astrid reacted the same way. Even Snotlout seem to snap out of his murderous mood for a while and looked really intrigued by dragon's behaviour.

"You see, I told you that dragons are not all _just_ bad," nudged him Ruffnut with a little smile. Snotlout just huffed and didn't say anything. Ruff swelled in silent pride of her and Hiccup being right. Yes, there weren't the right words for saying what dragons really are. You have to see it.

"I believe you sis," said Tuffnut hurriedly, thinking that his sister's words belonged also to him. Albeit he was her most fierce supporter (for him, dragons were awesome even before – all that _fire_ and such), he didn't care about another lecture about dragon kind.

"I don't." Snotlout, however, recovered from his initial shock and slipped back to his stubborn anti-dragon stance. Eyes of the others turned on him and Ruffnut.

"I... I'm not sure," added Fishlegs and looked really undecided between using this moment when the dragons were eating and let their guards down and going to kill them or celebrate the breakthrough in history of their species. Gustav's eyes were wobbling from Snotlout to Ruffnut so quickly that they looked like two brown smudges. Astrid looked like she wanted to say something, but before she managed to do so, Ruffnut angrily howled.

"Ugh! Why you have to be all so obstinate?!" she growled. Thankfully, others were from her wrath saved – quite ironically – by dragons. Scuffle between the young Vikings disturbed them from their lunch. They immediately stood up in defence positions and measured the teens carefully.

None of them dared to move. Sure, dragons technically lived with them already second winter and never hurt anyone, but that could be only because no one ever came to them close. Now, there were six people in their new nest and one of them was even caring a weapon. _Viking_ would conclude danger from it, not only dragon.

"I recommend retreat," whispered Fishlegs and Ruff wholeheartedly agreed with him. Slowly to not startle the dragons any more, they all went back, their eyes not leaving the flying lizards before them. Not until they were in safe distance they turned and hastily run away.

They stopped on cliffs, somewhere in the middle of the way to the village. From their position they could see the Nadder flying out from the Ring and hovering above it, like a guard. When the dragon assured there are not any other humans around, it flew back into the Ring and didn't come out any more.

"What do you think _now_?" asked Snotlout mockingly. Ruffnut gave him an evil glare and then firmly stated:

"Still the same. They were just protecting themselves. You saw, they didn't attack us, they didn't even _threaten_ us until they thought about as a menace!" she said with arm pointing in the direction now once again calm Killing Ring (which should be really renamed now). Other friends were sheepishly looking at each other. Finally, Fishlegs gathered enough courage and spoke up:

"That may be all true, but..." he trailed off. Ruff watched him expectantly. The chubby boy sighed and finished his thought:

"I mean... after _all_ what happened? How could anyone think about _them_ as victims?"

"Yes. They killed hundreds of us in one singe day," said Snotlout. Before Ruffnut could answer, she was interrupted by someone else.

"Not them. It," interjected Astrid suddenly. Everyone turned at her, looking more or less dumbfounded. Ruffnut personally was staring at the other girl with the mouth widely open. What by Thor's hammer should _that_ mean? Since when was Astrid Hofferson on the side of the dragons? Not blaming her for leading their people to the claws of the Dragon Queen was one thing, but seeing her as Dragon advocate? That was a little too much even for Ruffnut.

"Huh?" was all Snotlout got from himself and Ruff had to admit it represented her thoughts also pretty clearly. Was it possible that this was Astrid's way of admitting she was wrong?

"_I_ was there. The dragons flew away a minute we broke to the Nest. It was their _queen_ who burned the ships and killed... everyone," the girl said in steady voice, seemingly obvious to shocked expressions other youngsters were wearing. She was looking Snotlout firmly in the eyes. It was the boy who lost this staring contest at the end. He shook his head and stuttered angrily:

"I... yeah! Whatever!" he jerked with his arms. "_That_ may be true, but what about all these raids? After and before?"

"I told you before, they had to do it. Or..." Ruffnut didn't get to finish, because Snotlout stepped in the middle of her sentence.

"... or they will be eaten themselves, yeah. We heard that about thousands times now. Why don't they just face it and fight it? If they are so intelligent like you claim."

"You would do that on their place?"

"I... what?" Finally, Snotlout seemed to be at lost of words and Ruffnut could speak.

"Imagine you live you entire life in terror from your cruel master. You live in constant fear for your own life, for lives of your love ones, knowing that if you won't do what you have to, you will die. Would you find enough courage in yourself to step out and challenge it?" Somewhere back in her head the voice which sounded remotely like Hiccup asked her mockingly if she's not being a little bit overdramatic. She pushed this annoying little pest aside. Pathetic or not, it surely did its job. Not only Snotlout, but everyone else (Gustav even with opened mouth) stared at her stunned. And what was best, some of them even looked like they seriously considered her words.

"Wow... that was great opening for horror story... Au! My earlobe!" Tuffnut sighed in appreciation of his sister's dramatic abilities, only to squeak when the said sister flicked his ear painfully. His unmanly high exclamation woke others from their trance.

"Ruff is right in this one. Even in human society, impulse for change is usually coming from outside, not inside," came Fishlegs with more intelligent and beneficial comment, which impressed everyone but Snotlout.

"So, what are you saying is, that we need some rouge dragon to set up the revolution among the dragons," stated the boy ironically and shook his head in false amusement.

"That's the biggest nonsense I've ever heard," he added.

"Actually, I think is _genius_," interjected Tuff once again and instantly continued with dreamy look on his face:

"Just imagine that: dragon revolution and _we_ in the middle of it... what _now_?" he turned angrily to Astrid, who was the one now who gave him literal slap back to reality. The young blonde warrior just smirked at him.

"Okay, I'm going back to village," resigned Ruffnut and waved her hand above them. Better to dismiss it for today. With a little bit of luck she planted the seed of new look on dragons in their heads. Now she has to take care of it. And definitely not stifle it with too much information at once.

As many times before she wished Hiccup were here. He would love this. Learning about dragons and teaching others about them. Ruffnut would be hundreds times happier if he was at her place right now. As she was forcing her way through the snow back to the village and listened Snotlout's angry murmuring, Fishlegs' and Gustav's excited babbling and Tuffnut's unstopping requesting of explanation of that slap from Astrid (like she would have to have a reason at all to slap someone – she was Astrid Hofferson, for Odin's sake!), she couldn't help but think she bit bigger piece then she can chew.

But she would do that. She would at least try. She promised to Hiccup she would, so when he will come back one day, he won't have to be afraid to bring Toothless with him.

Ruffnut didn't doubt that both of her friends will came back home. She just hoped as never before it would be sooner than later.


	5. Chapter 5

Coming up with a plan of destroying the biggest dragon Hiccup ever encountered showed to be more difficult than it seemed. It wasn't like he never thought about that before. He did, probably more often than was healthy. But in his thoughts always figured someone else who actually _knew_ what is doing. Hiccup personally had no idea of how to defeat that beast.

Also, Eret coming every few hours and asking about progress didn't help much. The man could be really annoying. Hiccup understood now that they don't have much time, but surely there wasn't need of pestering him all the time? No one could work in such conditions.

Rest of the crew was thankfully mostly ignorant of him. They would bring him and Toothless food and water twice a day but that was all. He tried to begin a conversation with Bjorn, who came to him most often, but all he got was some incoherent mumble. These guys really weren't very talkative. And obviously not happy at all to have him aboard. What was interesting, they actually seemed to be more wary of _him_ than Toothless.

They were travelling about almost a week (the ice was slowly settling, so it was sometimes difficult for such small ship as Eret's to make her way through), when he finally asked Eret about that. The man came to tell him they will reach their destination in few hours. When he heard the question, he gave him just a mirthless chuckle.

"Most of them were happy with the way things were. We gave Drago what he wanted and he let us be. Now, we became his enemies. And everyone here knows that Drago's enemies never last for long," said Eret and scratched Toothless behind his ears in almost absent-minded manner. Hiccup watched him intently and asked:

"And what it actually was you did for Drago?"

"I told you already. We are trappers. Dragon trappers. We were catching the dragons for his army."

"And now you are going to prevent him getting another. That's some turnabout."

"Well, I guess everyone have to rethink his life opinions once a while." Hiccup looked at him with an expression which clearly stated he's not buying that. Eret laughed.

"I see we are about to have some heart to heart conversation here," he glared at Hiccup briefly with something, which probably should be an intimidating look, but Hiccup didn't waver. At the end, Eret gave up.

"Fine. I will tell you mine if you will tell me yours." Hiccup weren't exactly in the mood to retelling his story about being technically traitor to his people, but came to the conclusion that if he wanted to hear the truth from Eret, he should be honest himself.

So he told the other man everything – from him shooting down Toothless to befriending him, finding the Dragon Nest and its Queen responsible for raids which plagued his home for generations. He told him about training, his _miraculous_ improvement (Eret was actually laughing at that) and discovering that dragons are not what they are seemed to be. He ended with short description of his disagreement with his dad and leaving in faith to find a help.

"So what you know, they could already take that beast down while you've been gone," pointed Eret, when Hiccup finished his speech. The boy just snorted and shook his head.

"Trust me; there is _no way_ they would. No man could possibly beat that thing."

"Your people seem to be pretty determined."

"Sometimes too much for their own good."

"I know what you mean," smirked Eret. Hiccup looked at him, puzzled. The older guy finally sat down beside him and started retelling his own story.

"First, you should know, that Drago Bludvist _is_ a madman, in the literal meaning. He kills without reason, destroys everyone who steps in his way." Eret let the words sink and then he continued:

"There was a great gathering of Chieftains, about ten, twelve years ago. It was called together to discuss a dragon scourge everyone faced. I have no idea how negotiations itself went, but given the fact that _all_ participating parties were Vikings, I don't think it would be much success even if they all lived to see the end of it." He chuckled bitterly and for a little while he got lost in his own thoughts. Hiccup didn't prompt him to speak, for it began to come on his mind in which direction his story will lead. And he wasn't wrong. When Eret finally summarised his thoughts, he continued in steady voice, albeit laced with traces of anger and pain.

"One night, stranger came into their midst, covered in scars and draped in cloak of dragon skin. He carried no weapons. He said that only he, Drago Bludvist, was the man of the people, devoted to freeing mankind from the tyranny of the dragons. He claimed he alone can control the dragons. He offered them his protection – if they will bow before him.

I guess I don't have to tell you they laughed into his face. He didn't try to convince them. He just left. And then, from nothing, roof busted to flames and from it armoured dragons descended. They burned the hall to the ground." He stopped again, for even longer than before. It was evident that telling caused bad memories to wake up.

"Not many men escaped. I know this only because my father was one of these lucky ones. He was an adjutant of our chief. He died there, but with his last breaths he told my father to go home and prepare our people for whatever was coming. My dad did as his Chief said, but when he returned, it was already late. Only a week after, Drago's army came to our shores and destroyed our village to ground."

"I'm sorry," whispered Hiccup silently. Eret nodded in appreciation of his compassion.

"So am I," he said. Then he waved towards his men..

"The men you can see on this ship are all what was left over from our people. When Drago came, he picked the young and capable to his army and killed the rest. Elders, children, everyone. I was thirteen back then. My only luck was that I looked older. I got to Drago's camp, went through the training and became a soldier. I was assigned to platoon which was catching dragons. I apparently showed exceptional talent for it and soon enough I had my own ship and crew and was trapping dragons on my own. I was able to convince Drago to let the men from my home work with me. That way, I was able to keep them relatively safe. Well, at least as long as we brought enough dragons back."

"Why didn't you just leave? Run away?" asked Hiccup and Eert let out another insincere chuckle.

"We were scared. We saw what happened to men who deserted. They were always, _always_ brought back and punished. Drago has tracking dragons; he can always find what he's looking for," he paused and thought for a minute.

"Actually, I have no doubts he's already on _our_ trace," he added. On that, Hiccup involuntarily looked over the railing of the ship behind them to the sea. Eret laughed honestly, first time in a while a little bit at ease and clapped Hiccup hard on his back.

"Don't worry, boy. I meant what I said back there in the prison – you're not getting back to Drago's hands." Hiccup only frowned on that.

"I know it means to be reassuring, but it's not."

"Don't be such a sissy." Eret poked him in side as Hiccup put on an insulted face. They sat and just watched Toothless play with fish head left from his breakfast, both enjoying the peace of the sea.

"How is he doing it?" interrupted Hiccup the silence. Eret looked at him questioningly and the younger boy quickly explained:

"Drago? How is he controlling them?" Eret looked really troubled over this one.

"I honestly don't know," he admitted at the end.

"Some of them think it's magic. Some think he is the personification of devil himself and that's why dragons are listening him. All _I_ ever saw him to do was wave with this stick of his and shout." He thought for a second and then mischievously added:

"Maybe he can scare even the dragons." Hiccup snorted and nodded.

"Yeah, maybe... I know he surely scared me."

"Yes, I noticed. But you hold yourself bravely."

"Thank you, I guess," murmured Hiccup. They sat in silence for a while and then he asked the question which been intriguing him for a long tome now.

"So... what made you decide to betray Drago now?" He couldn't imagine that this man would be really loyal to Drago, but it was still nagging him. Eret tried to shrug it off casually at first.

"I can't allow him to get such a beast in his hands," he said like it wasn't actually any big deal. But after all what Hiccup heard now, he knew it wasn't the whole truth and said so.

"That's not all," he stated firmly. Eret smirked at his determined expression. But when he saw Hiccup wasn't going to waver, he lashed out at him curtly:

"Maybe not. But it's also none of your business." Thankfully, before another interrogation from Hiccup's side came, Eret was saved by one of his men who came, calling loudly his leader's name.

"Quickly, come!" he urged him. Eret jumped back on his feet, helped Hiccup to stand up and then without any delay swiftly went to prow, where rest of his crew were already waiting, looking intently ahead.

"What is going on?" asked Hiccup, quite unnecessarily, because no one answered him anyway. He couldn't see over the taller bodies of the Eret's men, so he quickly motioned to Toothless to come over. He stood on the dragon's back and then he finally saw what made everyone else so frozen to the spot.

What was before him probably once was Eret's fort. Now, it was blown to parts and pierced through by giant spikes of ice. Hiccup couldn't help but let out silent word of amazement.

"Did Drago got here first, after all?" he asked nervously, when he shook off the shock. Others turned and looked at him.

"No, this isn't Drago's work," said one of the men. On Hiccup's puzzled expression, Eret explained, his face full of rage and anger:

"What you can see here is work of someone who's been marring our job as long as I remember. I have no idea who it is, but if I ever get my hands on him, I swear I will strangle him on place. Dragon trapping is hard enough work as it is, even without this do-gooder dragon rider sneaking in to rescue them!" he spitted and left, giving orders on the way.

"Wait... there are other dragon riders?" shouted Hiccup after him, but once again, he didn't get any answer. He jumped down from Toothless and run after Eret.

"There are _other_ dragon riders?" he asked for a second time, gasping the man's arm in the process to assure he won't run away again. From all the places he visited the past year, he never even _heard_ about someone who were _riding_ dragon. The thought that there is someone else who achieved the same as him was remarkable, to say at least. Eret, however, didn't share his enthusiasm.

"Not beside this one, at least as far as I know. Now get out of my way, we have to dock quickly and look if we can find anything useful left there." He shoved the boy aside and went to the helm, obviously stating that any further discussions about dragon riders will have to wait.

"This complicates things. Now we don't even have enough weapons for the fight with that Queen," said one of the men staying by Eret's side. Black haired man nodded in assent.

Hiccup watched their angry expressions. The thrill of finding another dragon rider was quickly leaving his body. Even he realised that now probably wasn't the right time for pursing this matter. However, it gave him an idea.

"Well, thankfully for you, you won't need them," he called out loudly for everyone to hear him. The crew turned their heads at him in unison. Eret frowned.

"What?" Hiccup grinned at his suspicious glare.

"I have a plan." Crazy one, no doubt of that. But, when _he_ could do it and some absolute stranger too, why the Hel these guys shouldn't?

"Finally!" exclaimed Eret happily. "Excellent. But how it is we won't need weapons?" he asked incredulously. Hiccup made a few steps to him, Toothless faithfully by his side. He patted the dragon's neck and then he said in the direction of men:

"Well, as my friend says: you don't fight fire with water. You fight it with fire."

"Clever boy. But what it has to do with our problem?"

"She's a girl, actually. And everything."

"Could you _please_ stop being all that enigmatic and just _say_ it already?" cried out Eret, all fed up of Hiccup's dramatic flair now. The boy gave him an extra big grin and explained:

"You won't fight dragon with weapons. You fight it with another dragon."

The expressions on their faces when the realisation of what he is actually saying finally sank in were something what Hiccup cherished for the rest of his life.

"You have to be kidding me."

He didn't and so it happened that once dragon trappers were now learning to be dragon riders.

They didn't spend much time at ruins of Eret's fort. They just quickly gathered everything what could have been of any use for them in the future and then hastily sailed away. With Hiccup's plan they had even less time than they previously thought.

First step – getting the dragons – was ironically the easiest one. As professional trappers they didn't have the problem to find dragons and then catch some. Hiccup would be hundred times rather if they could approach the dragons differently, in friendlier manner, but the first time he suggested it, everyone gave him such a look he rather didn't brought the subject up again.

They managed to get four dragons at the end. Pair of Nadders which were lonely flying about one day far from the former trapper's fort. Then one Rumblehorn, which tried to kill them all the second he woke up from the unconsciousness caused by the drug Eret shot at him in the small poisoned arrow and thereby earned the name Scullcrusher. And finally, one older Gronkle, who was too slow to avoid the nests trappers threw on him.

Of course, it wasn't an army, but it had to do.

Hiccup had a hard time convincing the men even consider the thought of riding dragons at first. Sure, they were probably more open minded then any other Vikings he ever met; they _worked_ with dragon on daily basis, after all. But even through that, the image of actually _sitting_ on one, or even _befriending_ them, was something beyond their spectrum of imagination.

They began to collaborate only when Eret decided to show them an example. With cold determination he approached the Rumblehorn and listening Hiccup's instructions he began to build his relationship with this dragon. When the other saw that the dragon didn't kill him the second he was released from his chains and after some convincing from Hiccup's (and probably Toothless') side he let Eret even touch him, they slowly began to warm up to the idea of being an allies with the dragons. Needs must. They didn't have any other choice if they wanted to get to the Dragon Queen before Drago.

Hiccup felt a little bit inappropriate when giving the orders and instructions to four men who decided to learn to fly. They were all older then him. Actually, Eret was the one closest his age and he was at least good five six year older then him. However, Hiccup was the only one who knew (at least remotely) what to do when it came to _training_ dragons and not catching them or killing them.

They didn't stop anywhere on their way to Dragon Island. Dragons had the muzzles on their mouths that long until they were sure they won't blow their ship to pieces. All learning was taking place during the journey.

They travelled almost two weeks until they finally reached the fogs of Helheim's Gate. Hiccup didn't realised how far he actually was – on the back of the dragon distances meant nothing. He was feeling the strange mixture of fear, sadness and excitement. This was the closest he got to Berk in a whole year. Only two hours flying on Toothless and he would be home. He would see his dad again and Gobber and Ruffnut...

He quickly shook his head. There was no time for that now. He had to concentrate. If he wanted to see them, he will have to survive this crazy quest first.


	6. Chapter 6

Someone was poking to her shoulder and tried to wake her up. Well, that's not gonna happen.

Ruffnut squeezed her eyes tightly and was determined to continue in her sleep. She spent the whole day with Mildew (_Mildew_ from all the people!), helping him repair his roof before the biggest snow storms would come. She was originally supposed to helping Gobber that day, but after she and Tuffnut managed to blow up the fish container in the storage, they were both sent to the most unpleasant citizen of Berk as a punishment.

She completely blamed Hiccup for that. The fish accident happened because they were trying to steal some fish for _dragons_. Ruff wanted to get closer to them and approach them with a gift seemed as a good idea. Well, it surely would be if Tuff didn't get that brilliant thought of roasting them first. She still didn't understand how he managed to set it on fire. She also didn't understand why she tried to douse the fire with another fish. All of them being full of oil. She was really started getting stupid.

Another insistent poke, this time to her back, accompanied with a raspy whisper:

"Sis?" Oh, so her brother. Well, he should rather have something really important on mind, otherwise he won't end well. As much as she loved him, she loved her sleep more.

"Hm?" she hummed at implication she's listening. Well, a little. But it apparently wasn't enough for the younger of Thorston's twins, for he suddenly yanked her fur blanket away and jumped right on her, yelling loudly:

"Wakey!" Ruffnut almost got a heart attack.

"Tuffnut! You stupid bucket of dragon dung!" she exclaimed angrily, not caring if she will wake anybody else in the Great Hall. Thankfully, shortly after they all moved in, Thorston's were moved to the very back of the Hall, precisely for these reasons, so all response she got was from her brother alone.

"I _did_ ask you to wake up nicely," he said with an innocent smirk on his face. Something which really didn't mixed well. Ruffnut sighed, grabbed her blanket again and covered with it up to her chin. Then she asked, tiredly:

"What's going on? It's middle of the night." The answer she got was something she really didn't expect.

"It's Astrid."

"What about _her_?" Oh gods. She knew that Tuff liked Astrid. _Everyone_ liked Astrid. She _was_ pretty and the great warrior and all these things. Yeah, sure. Ruffnut wasn't jealous about her at all, mind you! She just hoped that her brother still didn't get to the age of actually notice girls. If there was something she _really_ didn't want to, it was to have with Tuff the conversation about how the small Vikings are made. Actually, she didn't want to have any conversation on this or similar topic with anyone. Ever.

"She's sitting at the docks and crying! It's making me very uneasy." Tuffnut said seriously and scratched his chin, looking so lost that Ruffnut actually pitied him. He really wasn't good with emotions.

"Than don't look at her," gave Ruff her brother straightforward advice and then added under her nose, not being to keep the slight annoyance with the girl out of her voice entirely:

"That's probably what she wants, anyway, can't let anyone see her weak, little Miss Perfect." Okay, so she was pretty impressed by Astrid's speech when they visited the dragons living in the Ring for the first time. Albeit she never said much during the time they spent together (usually during the evening meals or while working), Ruffnut was positive that Astrid was on the dragon friendly tune now – and that meant Hiccup friendly tune. Well, kind of. But none of this could possibly excuse waking her in the middle of the night.

"And what have you been doing at the beach? It's night!" added Ruff suspiciously.

"None of your business," retorted Tuffnut and then began to tearing her blanket away again.

"Now get up and do something before I will start to have nightmares. Astrid Hofferson crying! That's that most creepy thing that happened in the last month." With that, Ruffnut knew she doesn't have any other choice than get up and follow her brother. She would do anything to secure his (relative) sanity and good sleep. And though Tuffnut really wasn't the sharpest tool in the box here, he got that much.

Way to the docks took them a little under the half an hour. During that time Ruff was able to pry out of her brother what he was doing out at night in the first place. It showed that she underestimated her teaching skills. She apparently got Tuff so excited about dragons that he decided to catch them some fish personally, after they failed in obtaining them sooner that day. Ruffnut wasn't sure if she should feel proud, amazed, terrified or all at once.

When they reached the shores of Berk, they noticed Astrid's weeping figure immediately. She apparently didn't spot them, for she continued in her crying, hugging her knees, her whole body shaking. She was sitting at the end of the pier, in the places where fishing boats were docked. Ruffnut squirmed uncomfortably. Tuff was right, it really made one uneasy.

"Go. I have three baskets of fish to fill and I can't do that if _this_ is happening here!" urged her Tuffnut and shoved her to the direction of the other girl. Ice was already starting to settle, so Tuff would have to drag his boat across two dozens yards of thick ice before he would get to the open water. And he really wouldn't do it without Astrid noticing him.

Ruffnut didn't want to, really. Crying people were _so_ not in her comfort zone. She didn't even properly know how to handle _herself_ when she was crying, for Odin's sake. What she was supposed to do with _her_? Emotions weren't Viking's thing. Only Viking she knew who was able to deal with emotions somewhat adequately was Hiccup and he was...

Hiccup. His voice saying "Don't hold it against her. I don't" sounded in her head. Ruffnut frowned. Days were much easier when she hadn't her crazy friend moved in her brain.

But she promised. She promised she will try to forgive Astrid. Well then, now it was as good time to start as any. With a deep breath she started walking towards the girl, leaving her brother behind (not that he complained).

The snow dampened her steps, so Astrid didn't notice her till she was standing right behind her. She turned abruptly when she sensed the close proximity of another person. When she spotted who was staring at her, she gaped in surprise. But that was quickly replaced by forced mask of her usual rage and pride.

"What do _you_ want?! Did you come to tell me _I_ _told_ _you_ _so_? Poke in me a little? Fine! Serve yourself!" she spitted angrily and tried to wipe out the tears which kept running from her eyes despite her. She was choking with stifled sniffles, her eyes bloodshot, nose red and hairs tousled a bit. And suddenly, Ruffnut didn't saw the fierce warrior before her, but a sixteen year old _girl_ who lost her parents and was desperate for consolation.

So she gave it to her. She plopped to the snow next to her and without the word she put the arm tentatively around her shoulder. Astrid tensed immediately and stared at Ruffnut uncomprehendingly. Ruff didn't offer any explanation. She still had no idea what to say, so she rather stayed quiet. She just hoped that Astrid would understand that she's not there to mock her and remind her of her mistakes, but simply because she understood. She knew first handed how it felt to lose someone you love.

She turned her head to her brother who was still standing hidden in the shadows of nearby ships masts. She motioned him to join them. Although she didn't see him clearly, Ruffnut was sure he wore simply terrified expression on his face at that. However, he braved himself and cautiously came closer. When he noticed that Astrid's sobs really quietened, he sighed in relieve and sat ungracefully to the snow beside his sister.

Ruffnut smirked and proudly patted him on back, then leaving her arm around his shoulders as well. Tuffnut gave her a murderous glare, but he didn't shrug her off. What the Hel. It was middle of the night in the deserted harbor. No one could see them. No one will think about him he's less tough if he let his sister to hug him. She's a girl. Girls do such things.

He sighed deeply. They lost their mother, he and Ruffnut. Last member of their family. Their father died during the winter when they were little many years ago. Not very cool and awesome death in Tuffnut's opinion (but he would be dammed if he ever said that aloud). Since then, it was just him, sis and mom.

Everyone thought that twin's wild behaviour was result of the lack of fatherly guidance. Truth was, their mom was actually the only one who was able to make them listen. Sometimes. From time to time.

And now, she was gone. No more pointless chores at home, no more long boring speeches about responsibility and good behaviour. Absolute freedom. It made him much less happy than he expected. No mom also meant no hot supper at the end of the day no matter how horrible they've been. No kind words when he was upset with Ruff or anyone else. No stories during the long winter's evenings, sitting by the fire. No singing for Ruff when she was afraid (he was never afraid, of course). No (and yet other thing we would never admit) hugs when the mood was especially bad.

It actually really sucks, thought Tuff grimly and sighed once more. He shot the girls beside him quick glance. Ruffnut was looking still a little bit unsure of what she's actually doing there. Well, whatever it was, it worked. Astrid was entirely calm now. Tuffnut smiled a little, scary images of tearful Vikings quickly leaving his mind. Yeah, thankfully, he wasn't alone. He still had his annoying sister. She could be a pain in the ass sometimes, but when it mattered, he could rely on her. No crying Vikings will haunt his dreams now.

"It's all my fault," said suddenly Astrid and tore her companions out of their thoughts by that. Both Thorstons looked at her, but before any of them could say something, Astrid continued, eyes settled steadily at the night sea before them.

"I should listen to Hiccup. He was right." She glanced at Ruffnut quickly and then averted her eyes again and added: "You both were."

Honestly, Ruffnut thought it would give her more satisfaction to hear these words from her. But after all that time and everything what happened, it only told her how much Astrid had to fight every day to live with what she had done.

"Why I just didn't listen?" whispered Astrid brokenly. Ruff felt her brother fidget uncomfortably. Poor lamb, he probably thought that emotional breakout is finally over. And while she shared his wish, she couldn't leave Astrid to herself now. She... didn't want to.

"You did what you thought was right," repeated Ruffnut Hiccup's words. They were most likely true, but still felt strange on hers lips. Astrid probably recognized this didn't come from Ruffnut's head and by some mysterious way correctly guessed from who they originated.

"I was jealous of him," admitted Astrid, without actually saying Hiccup's name. Ruffnut nodded at her confession. That was well known fact. She lightly squeezed Astrid's shoulder, prompting her to spill it all out. Astrid began to play with the end of her braid and slowly continued talking, watching the sea before them again.

"I was so angry that he beat me in the training. I wanted to win so badly. To make my dad proud..." she paused and chuckled humourlessly. Ruffnut quirked her eyebrow in surprise, but didn't interjected with any question.

"You know what is worst of it?" asked Astrid rhetorically. Tuff didn't comprehend that and was already opening his mouth to ask, but Ruffnut gave him painful pinch in the shoulder and let Astrid speak.

"I didn't really have to. I always thought that I wasn't enough for him, that he wanted boy, not a girl. I thought that this sad look he always got when someone was talking about their boy was because he had daughter instead of son. But when he was dying – when we were coming back from Dragon Island – he told me it was because it always reminded him of a son he _had_ and _lost_." Ruffnut and Tuffnut both opened their mouths widely in shock at this. Well, that was some news. And one would think that on such small island as Berk everyone will know everything. Especially someone, whose late mother used to be one of the town's top gossipers.

Astrid didn't notice sibling's startled expressions and continued:

"I had a brother, apparently. Older than me. He died shortly after he was born. My parents never talked about him and so I assumed that they were so sad because they were _disappointed_ in me. I didn't know they were mourning their dead child." The girl finished and the pier sunk into the silence again.

Ruffnut began to think that Vikings had actually much bigger troubles than dragons to deal with. It seemed that not only Haddock's household had on going problem with communication. Ruff frowned. People should really work on it. Look where the lack of talking and actually listening and understanding got them! Disaster.

"I wasn't thinking clear. If I just kept my mouth shut. I practically killed my parents," murmured Astrid and for a moment she looked like she would start crying again. She didn't, to much relieve of both Ruffnut and her brother.

Ruff had again no idea of what to say. Her whole view on Astrid changed significantly in the less than fifteen minutes. She thought about her as overly competitive, aggressive and not so friendly girl before. She was convinced that what Astrid did was _purely_ result of jealousy and anger. She didn't think she would have some deeper motivations, let alone something like _this_. But now...

Of course, it didn't excused what she did. But now Ruffnut finally understood what led her to it. Just as the rest of the village needed Stoick's confession and revelation of truth to begin to heal and forgive, Ruffnut needed the same from Astrid. And Astrid needed to tell someone to reach the same.

Parents. They never do anything right, thought Ruff sarcastically.

She checked if Tuffnut is still alive or he cracked under this surge of emotions. He was still breathing, albeit he looked he wouldn't for much longer if they were about to continue this. Ruffnut caught his desperate expression. With an amused smile, she let him out from her half hug and then watched him to quickly making his excuses and sprinting away. Astrid looked at Ruffnut questioningly.

"I think he will need some time for himself. Preferably at his alone soggy place," explained Ruff, standing and hold her hand for Astrid to help her up. She actually didn't expect her to accept, but Astrid did. Ruffnut smiled, pleased and began walking back to village, the other girl silently marching beside her. They stopped only to pick the baskets and fishing gear Tuffnut left there. Well, dragons will have to dispense with gift this time.

They didn't say the word the whole way, but the air between two of them cleared and lightened noticeably. When they entered the Great Hall, they wished each other quick good night, before heading to their own corners to sleep. And when the morning came, they didn't ignore each other as usual, but greeted at least with a nod.

They finally reached some sort of truce between them. They still weren't friends, but they were slowly getting there. Firstly, it was awkward, for practically everyone (Astrid and Ruffnut hanging around together from time to time that was sight which wasn't very common in the past generally, let alone in the last year). They slowly got used to each other and in the time so did others. Mutual understanding finally reached to them.

So when about a two weeks later Stoick came to Ruffnut and Tuffnut in the Great Hall during the dinner and told them that they are ahead of schedule of building the new homes and thereby if they will find some more people to live with them they will get the next one finished in the spring, Ruff knew instantly who to ask. And Astrid happily accepted.


	7. Chapter 7

"How is it going?" asked Hiccup from somewhere at his right side. Eret didn't dare to look, his whole intention fixed on the dragon under him. Gods... it even _sounded_ crazy.

"Good... yeah, good," he replied. No response came. Eret thought the boy was satisfied but then suddenly, Hiccup's face appeared right before his. The dragon trapper let out very unmanly shriek of surprise. Hiccup was flying Toothless upside down, floating above him like big scary bat.

"You don't look very convincing," said the boy and gave him doubting stare. Eret rolled his eyes.

"I'm _flying_ on _dragon_ to _battle_ with _another_ dragon." Seriously, did he expect him to be overjoyed by that idea? Obviously, yes, because Hiccup smirked.

"You've never seen that one coming, huh?" He had to agree with him at that.

"No, I guess not." Hiccup gave him reassuring smile and with "You're doing fine" flew away to check the other riders. Flying in the thick fog was difficult even for experienced rider, let alone for such greenhorns as them. Eret had no idea where Hiccup came to this knowledge, but he was more than willing to agree with him.

Eret snorted to himself. That boy didn't stop to amaze him. He knew him little less than three weeks, but it seemed to be much, much longer. With Hiccup in tow, days were never boring and slow. One day with this boy was like ten in company only of his men. When he overcame his shock of being almost killed by Drago and assured that he and his dragon are safe, he let his true him shown. And man, that was something.

He could really do wonders with dragons. Eret never saw anyone in his life to work with these beasts the same way Hiccup did. He was almost sure that not even Drago would achieve something like this. Make the dragon to do anything for you, not because of threats, but because he _wanted to_. He saw on his own eyes how devoted Toothless was to his rider and how fiercely loyal was Hiccup to him in return.

Unlike the others, Eret never considered dragons to be simply mindless killing animals. Spending almost his whole life closely around them shown him better that that. He knew that dragons were intelligent enough to learn from their mistakes. That was why dragons trapping was so hard. You haven't been standing just against some stupid overgrown lizards. They were proper and hard opponents. If his own life didn't hang on them so closely, he would even admire them.

He was still little unsure of why he decided to betray Drago and help Hiccup back then. He technically signed his death warrant at that moment. It also went directly against all his beliefs. After twelve years serving under Drago Bludvist he was convinced he already lost any naive hopes for defeating that man. But, then Hiccup came.

When he saw him first, Eret couldn't help but feel sorry for the boy. It quickly turned into horror and then anger when he told Drago about the Dragon Queen. Though he was technically one of his men and therefore finding such a great addition to his master's army should please him, it didn't. Instead he remembered the faces of his people from the night Drago took over his home island. It was something which he would never forget. The destruction, death, pain. And that were just random dragons attacking. His blood ran cold of the image of the Dragon Queen leading them into the battle.

Eret may have been trapper, determined to do anything to stay alive, but he still had some conscience. It showed when he tried to secure his men the best way he could. And it showed when he decided he can't let Drago get this dragon. His own home may have been destroyed, but there were still many others Islands full of innocent people around. People who would be killed if stood in Drago's way. The man was on the way to rule the world and nothing could stop him.

Except, maybe, for the boy who was currently flying on his Night Fury few yards ahead of him.

Eret didn't understand that feeling, but something made him trust in this scrawny cheeky runt. Hiccup told him that he wasn't anything more than "talking fishbone" back home and while Eret was quite inclined to agree with this description (the boy _was_ small, after all, even though he claimed he grown quite a lot since he left home. Eret didn't believe him. How small would be back then?), he also saw the potential in him. The way he was able to gain the best from seemingly hopeless situation back in the Drago's prison. His voluble attitude. The fact he tamed the Night Fury (he could hear Hiccup screaming in his head: Befriended!). And the fact that he was able to convince his men and him alone to sit on the back of the dragons and train them.

And go to the battle with them.

"Land in sight!" shout from Bjorn made Eret snap out of his thoughts. He looked ahead of him where from the thick mist started peaked out the outlines of the rocky island. Eret avoided the last few reefs in the way and bravely neared to the land.

Hiccup was flying at the head of their little group. If he was nervous, he didn't let it show. That however changed the second they emerged from the fog. Eret at first didn't understand what made his little friend to stop so abruptly, for he didn't see any movement or anything which resembled a dragon before them. But when he stopped by Hiccup's side and took a look around, he understood.

There was a large stony beach on the island. At first, Eret didn't see anything strange about it and was already opening his mouth to ask Hiccup what the Hel is going on, when a brief glimpse of something shiny on the ground caught his eye. When he looked properly he realised it was a helmet. Viking helmet. With baleful feeling he survived the rest of the area. And what he saw made his insides clench in fear.

Helmets, swords, shield, hammers, spears, pieces of the armour. They were everywhere where he could see. Enough gear for hundreds of men to wear. There were some burned remains of ships at the shore. But no bodies anywhere. Not even the bones.

"What happened here?" asked Lars, one of his men, in utter terror. No one answered.

Eret looked at Hiccup. The boy seemed to be struck in horror. He obviously knew very well what this meant. The trapper guided his dragon close enough to put his hand on the younger boy's shoulder. Hiccup didn't even look at him. All he did was that he started muttering.

"My people. These are sigils of families of Berk. I recognize them all. Oh Gods, my people..." he was repeating again and again. Eret could easily understand the pain he was presently suffering, but that didn't mean he would allow him to sink in it. There wasn't time for grieving now. Not when they were at the porch of the house of the devil himself.

"Hiccup," he addressed the boy, gently at first, but when Hiccup didn't show any signs of listening, he shook his shoulder roughly and barked in his best commanding voice:

"Hiccup, listen to me, _now_!" The boy finally looked at him. He was in shock, his eyes were still a little bit unfocused, he was at least paying attention.

"You can't let this get you now, Hiccup! If you think you are not able to cope with it right now, then we have to turn back and leave immediately, before someone who is _home_ spots us. Otherwise, snap out of it and quickly. You need to give this your full attention. _We_ need you to give this your full attention. We can't do this without you, my friend. You are the only one who knows what to do... more or less." It may have not been the best pepper talk he ever delivered, but it seemed to do the trick. Hiccup was staring at him blankly for another few seconds, but then he blinked furiously and nodded in agreement.

"Right, you're right," he whispered, closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. When he looked at him again, his eyes were shining in such angry determination that it made Eret flinch a little in worry. But Hiccup didn't pay him any mind any longer. He urged Toothless to move ahead. He surveyed the area one more time and then he turned to face them.

"That opening in the mountain wasn't there when I was here the last time. They probably used it for drawing the dragons out. We will use the same way. I will get in and lure them outside the mountain. Don't care about the minor dragons; they won't attack you if you won't."

"How can you know that?" interrupted Bjorn with heavy doubts in his voice. Though nobody joined him, the rest of them, Eret included, agreed with him.

"I just do!" snapped Hiccup at Bjorn angrily. He didn't let anyone else say more and continued:

"Just stick with the plan. Wait until the Dragon Queen comes out of the nest and then do what are you supposed to do!" with that, he turned again and quickly headed to the opening in the rock.

Eret refrained himself from shouting after him to be careful. It wouldn't do any good, anyway. Something was telling him, that Hiccup was determined to end this today. No matter how. With heavy sight he looked around the beach littered with the remains of Hiccup's people and then he shot a quick glance to his men. None of them looked to be any particularly happy about being here. However, they all held their positions and waited bravely for whatever will come.

Next five minutes were probably the longest in Eret's life. He welcomed the mass of thousands dragons flying out of the mountain almost with relief. Very short lived, to be true.

While the dragons (mostly Nadders, Gronkles and Nightmares, from the look of it) really didn't pay them any attention and left to hide in the fog surrounding the island immediately, the thing which followed them noticed them instantly. If the trappers were afraid before, now they were positively frozen with fear. It took the enormous flame coming from the dragon's mouth to snap them out of their stupor.

"Alright boys, the show is up!" shouted Eret and flew to meet the Dragon Queen. He didn't look back to check if the others are coming too. He knew they would. If not for Hiccup and his quest, then for him.

He wasn't mistaken. Next minutes were filled with shouting, banging of shields and hammers and dragon's roaring. According to the Hiccup's plan, he and Bjorn kept making noise around the Queen's ears (or at least, around the places where they thought it had ears) to keep the dragon confused and find out where it had the blind spot. As it shown, it hadn't any. Also, noise didn't seem to affect the creature as much as Hiccup expected. Quite the opposite, only one who got confused were _theirs_ dragons.

Soon enough, both Eret and Bjorn lost control above the dragons and had to leave their stations. When Eret helped his friend up from under his gronckle which collapsed on the top of him after their not so easy landing, he with big concern watched the other two riders still in the sky, trying to find out the shot limit of this dragon and deplete its firepower. They were barely holding up.

"Where the Hel is that boy?!" exclaimed Bjorn angrily and his eyes kept quickly switching between his two friends and the opening in the mountain where Hiccup disappear some fifteen minutes ago. Eret didn't answer, for he had no idea where Hiccup was. He should be out already. He feared that Hiccup got into the trouble inside, laid injured somewhere or worse, dead.

"Svengard!" yelled Bjorn suddenly and Eret managed to look just in time to see one of his men falling down from his dragon. Before anyone could do anything, the Nadder who was carrying him swiftly turned and then flew headfirst down after him. Just before Svengard hit the ground, the dragon caught him in his paws and safely delivered him to the ground.

Now it was just the last man, Lars, in the air and Eret was desperate. _Where_ was Hiccup?! The Dragon Queen was opening her mouth and began to suck the air around – and their friend – in. Just as they all thought this will be the end, from nowhere emerged the dark shadow and with deadly accuracy delivered the purple plasma shot right at the back of the Queen's head. The big dragon closed its mouth. Whirl of sucking air stopped and the last trapper/rider was able to get away from his certain death.

"Thanks gods," whispered Eret, as he saw Hiccup and Toothless dive under the Queen's neck and place another blast to the dragon.

All four of them stood with eyes widely open and firmly fixed at the scene before them. Hiccup somehow managed to get the Dragon Queen in the air and now was chased by it around the island. He was jinking among the reefs, while the bigger dragon was flying right through them. For a minute it looked like Hiccup and Toothless will be both eaten, but then the young boy made sharp turn up and disappeared in the clouds above the island. Dragon Queen came after him immediately.

What followed was highly impressive light show. Silhouettes of both dragons blinked through the clouds when one of them breathed the fire. But then, all lighting suddenly stopped and Eret and his friend didn't see anything.

They waited again and now it was even more agonizing then the first time. Just when Eret decided to hop on Scullcrasher and flew up to the sky himself, Svengard loudly cried: "Look!" with his finger pointed to the sky before them.

From the dark grey clouds first emerged the small form of the Night Fury with his rider, closely followed by huge dragon. They were heading straight for the ground. The Queen was opening her mouth again and prepared to burn Hiccup in the flames once for all. Only then Hiccup finally turned and made Toothless shot right into other dragon's opened mouth.

The Queen started to burn from inside, just as Hiccup predicted, but honestly, Eret couldn't care less at the moment. His full focus was on his friend as he was trying to get away from the bigger dragon and not to be crashed by impact or burned in explosion which should follow. He could see him to get away from before the falling dragon, but not far enough. The Dragon Queen crushed to the ground and burst into the flames so bright, that Eret had to close and shield his eyes.

When he was able to open them again, he was greeted by sight of big wave of dust coming from the place where the dragon met its final end. He could barely make out the contours of the Queen's dead body. But no signs of Hiccup or Toothless.

"By Odin. He did it. He really did it!" exclaimed Bjorn in awe when he saw the scene before him. The other two joined him in exclamations of astonishment. But Eret ignored them, already on his way to the dragon, calling Hiccup's name loudly. He had to find him. Hiccup couldn't be dead. He just couldn't. He was too crazy and stubborn to be killed.

"Hiccup!" he shouted to the dust mist around. It was slowly begun to thin. He could see the rocks around and the dead Dragon Queen with even bigger accuracy then before.

"Hiccup!" he yelled again. He was faintly aware that the others started to search too. He paid them no attention, until Lars shouted:

"Here! Over here!" Eret didn't waste another second and run to the place where his friend was standing...

... over the unmoving form of the Night Fury.

"Toothless!" exclaimed Eret and quickly kneeled by dragon's head, putting his hand on his snout. Toothless cooed tiredly and opened his eyes. And while Eret was happy to see him alive (great Thor, he was _happy_ to see _dragon_ alive!), he couldn't help the feeling of dread when he saw the empty, broken saddle on his back.

"Oh Toothless. What just happen to Hiccup?" he said more to himself than to anyone else. He knew very well what had to happen. If the dragon, fireproof dragon, came from this fight at this condition, there was no way of human could survive. Eret's eyes started uncomfortably stung. Though he really didn't knew Hiccup that long, he was very fond of him, even liked him.

The gasps of surprise from the men behind his back came unnoticed by him at first. Only when Toothless himself nuzzled him with his nose he looked up and saw what made the others so excited.

Toothless unfolded his wings, until that moment securely tucked before his body. When Eret saw what was hiding in the dragon's paws, he couldn't believe his eyes. There, safely and almost lovingly clasped by one of the most deadly creatures, laid Hiccup, terribly beaten and with the half of his left shin gone.


	8. Chapter 8

There had to be an owl somewhere near. Big, _enormous_ owl, by the level of hooting he was hearing. No average animal could possibly make such a noise.

Hiccup didn't open his eyes instantly after waking. He wasn't sure about his surroundings, so he was trying to gather as much information about his current position and situation as he could while pretending he's still asleep. He smelt the salt and over the owl hooting he heard the splashing of the sea against the wood. Was he at the ship? What was doing an owl on the ship? When he came with his thoughts to this point, he realised that the hooting was maybe only in his head. His skull was screaming with pain. Only thing which was worst than that, was the throbbing pain in his left leg.

He decided to open his eyes finally. When he did, he was greeted by the sight of the unfamiliar low wooden ceiling. He knew he is not home – he wasn't at home for a quite a while now – but he couldn't remember what this place is either.

"Oh, nice of you to join the party! I was beginning to think you will sleep through the rest of the summer." His musings were interrupted by male voice coming from his right side. Hiccup turned his head to this direction quickly. Maybe too quickly, because it hurt like Hel. However, it was worth it. There, on small wooden stool sat Eret, son of Eret. Suddenly, things started to slowly making sense.

"Maybe I should. Everything hurts," complained Hiccup only half-sarcastically and tried to sit up. Eret immediately stood up and helped him.

"That's a good sign," the older man noted, when he rolled some furs and placed them behind Hiccup's back so the boy could sit more comfortably. Hiccup only smirked at the friend's remark.

"Where did you hear that? It's pretty stupid." His head felt like it was going to explode. He distantly remembered to hit it when flying with Toothless...

"Here, have some water," offered Eret the flask, but Hiccup ignored it, his all attention suddenly only on one thing. His best friend and the fact he wasn't here with him.

"Where is Toothless?" he demanded to know hurriedly. Eret was apparently prepared for this and quickly started to reassure him.

"He's fine," he forced the flask with water into Hiccup's hands and continued to explain the dragon's absence:

"Bjorn took him for a walk. He wasn't very happy about that." Hiccup sighed in relief and calmed down enough to even cheekily ask:

"Who? Bjorn or Toothless?" Eret chuckled and with great seriousness answered:

"Both, I think. That lizard of yours didn't want to leave your side since we brought you here, but I thought it would do him good. You know, stretch a little. Downed dragon is not a happy dragon. I know that, if nothing else." Hiccup nodded and finally took a gulp of water. He didn't realized how dry his throat felt until the first droplets of water moistened it.

"How long I've been out?" he asked curiously. Eret sat back on his chair and told him.

"Almost a week. You woke up once or twice on the way from the Island to here, but except for that, you've been pretty much out cold." At the mention of the word island memories became pouring into Hiccup's head.

"Island...? Dragon Island?" he asked to reassure himself he's remembering this right. Eret nodded and little bit worriedly asked:

"Do you remember?"

"Just bits and pieces," admitted Hiccup. He remembered coming to dragon's nest, flying in and being banged against one of the stone pillars inside by some of the escaping dragons. He remembered flying in the clouds, dragon Queen closely chasing him. He remembered the beach full of broken swords and abandoned shields...

"I'm sure it will come back to you, eventually," said Eret gently, but Hiccup cut his encouraging efforts sharply, for the images of remains of hundreds of warriors remained firmly burned in his mind.

"Just humour me and tell me what happened," he barked impatiently. Eret didn't flinch at his tone at all and calmly explained. For the first time since Hiccup woke up, a small smile appeared on his face.

"You did it, Hiccup. You've killed the Red Death. That crazy plan of yours worked. We distracted it, made it weaker and you finished it." Now he was openly wearing the wide smile. Hiccup, on the other side, frowned and furrowed his eyebrows doubtingly.

"That easy? No casualties?" he demanded. He knew that the dead on the island weren't Eret's men. He _knew_ to whom they belonged. And therefore he couldn't believe that everything would go so easily during their effort to kill the Dragon Queen.

"Uh..." he probably hit the nail right on its head, because Eret squirmed uncomfortably.

"Eret? Did someone died?" urged Hiccup with feeling of dread growing in his insides. Eret quickly spotted his friend's scarred look and explained hurriedly:

"No, Hiccup. There are some injuries, but nothing deadly." Sense of a great relief washed over Hiccup. He finally smiled and leaned back against the furs behind him, from which he almost jumped up in his anxiousness.

"Wow, that's good. So why are you looking like you've just lost half of your leg?" he joked. His merriment was very short lived. At his mention of the leg, Eret's eyes involuntarily blinked in the direction of Hiccup's own limbs, securely hidden under the covers. It was just a brief look, but Hiccup caught nevertheless. He followed his friend's look. For the first time he actually looked at his legs.

He was feeling the pain in his left foot, but he shrugged it of, thinking he probably broke it and most likely burn it during the fight with the Dragon Queen. It definitely didn't come to his mind he would not have his left foot at all. But there would be no doubt of it. Even through the blanket, the outlines of his lower limbs were distinctly different. And when he threw the covers aside, he was greeted by the sight of hollow stump covered in slightly bloodied bandages. His left leg was from the middle of his calf gone.

He had to stare on his missing foot for quite a while. He distantly heard Eret to get up from his chair again and came to his bed.

"I'm sorry. You were already missing it when we found you. I don't know what happen, but my guess is that Toothless had to accidentally... bite it off while catching you when you fell off of him." He then proceeded to describe what happen after they find him – stripping off Toothless' saddle and rest of his flying gear, lifting the dragon up with the help of the both Nadders and Gronkle, him taking Hiccup on Scullcrasher and getting out of that hellish place as quick as possible.

Hiccup didn't listen to him. He was aware that Eret was talking, but he wasn't able to make out the single word coming out of his mouth. And honestly, suddenly he really didn't want to listen to him.

"I understand," he murmured, hoping that the other guy will get a hint and will leave him alone. Eret really shut up, but he didn't leave.

"I'm sorry," said Eret quietly.

"That's okay. I know you did what was right," responded Hiccup automatically. He didn't want Eret's pity! His sorry won't give him his foot back! He wanted to kick something – if he had with what. When this came to his mind, he let out unhappy dry chuckle. If Eret thought it was weird or that he finally lost it, he didn't let it know.

"Oh men, wish everyone was so easy going like you," he remarked and by the corner of his eye, Hiccup caught his friend to roll his eyes up. He apparently didn't bluff him by his detachment, but he didn't care.

The heavy silence which followed was interrupted by screeching of the cabin door and Eret's loud exclamation:

"Hey! Look who came!" Before anyone could do anything, the great black dragon crammed into the little cabin and happily bounced on Hiccup, giving the boy enthusiastic lick and thereby covering him in the saliva from his waist to the top of his head.

"Toothless! Come here, bud. Nice to see you again." Hiccup hugged his friend tightly and closed his eyes. Well, at least this was how it should be.

He spent another week in bed in Eret's cabin. Toothless was willing to leave his side only when he told him so. Once a day, someone from the crew or Eret himself would came and take him up to the board to at least walk a little. Without his artificial tailfin and the saddle, Toothless was grounded and Eret was right – dragon that wasn't able to move wasn't happy dragon. Still, Toothless' walks never lasted longer than half an hour and afterwards he always greeted Hiccup like he just came back from the trip to the other end of the world and not the other end of the ship.

It wasn't until another ten days later when the ship's healer declared Hiccup fit enough to get out. He was donated the spare handle for spear to serve as support and with the help of his loyal dragon he managed to hop up to the board. He tried not to think about the fact he doesn't have a leg more than necessary, but it was hard, especially while loosing his balance every few minutes and not being able to get anywhere without the help. The only plus was that he didn't have to ask for assistance from other men. Toothless proved to be more than sufficient nurse.

After some struggling, Hiccup was finally seated by the railing on the left side of the ship, bundled in the thick furs against the cold, Toothless was lying beside him, ready to catch his human or assist him any time. Hiccup however didn't have the need of help right now. He just sat there and watched the calm sea around him.

They stopped by the dry land only once since he woke up. Eret told him they had quite close encounter with one of Drago's war ships while he was still sleeping. Apparently, Drago send half of his troops after them. And given the fact the clash with his ship took place quite close to the Dragon Island, he probably also already knew what Hiccup done. They couldn't stick on one place for long now. Even though their ship was quicker than any of Drago's, they couldn't risk docking anywhere.

Their only stop was on deserted island in the middle of nothing. The refilled their supplies and took off as quickly as they could.

Hiccup understood it was necessary, but it didn't mean it didn't annoy him. He needed to stop at some populated island and visit a forge. Toothless needed the new tail and saddle and he... he needed new leg.

The days he spent in the bed were mostly filled with drawing plans for his and Toothless' prosthesis. He did plenty of sketches of dragon's tailfin and made several new designs for his saddle. His peg leg on the other side remained in the simple style; the only tweak was the spring mechanism which should allow him to walk with the minimum limp. He didn't want to spend more time than he had to in thinking about his foot.

Still, even that was maybe better than thinking about the other nagging thing on his mind.

Every time he closed his eyes at the night, the first thing he saw was the beach at the Dragon Island. All he could see were shields and swords and hammers. Tossed away on the run or burped out after the Dragon Queen ate their owners? Burned ships. Were they full of people? Did anyone save by jumping out of them? Did anyone at all got away?!

He was thinking about his people. His father. He was surely there, as a chief he had to be. Did he manage to escape? Hiccup knew his father was definitely the one who led the attack. That was his way. During the last year, he often secretly hoped that after his leave, his dad would change his mind after all. He knew it was naive, but he couldn't help it. But now, now he knew he went there and it was killing him to not to know if he got away. He was angry at him for not listening to him and going into battle which undoubtedly resulted in death of hundreds. And at the same time he would be willing to forgive him everything, only if he knew he is alive.

The names of the other citizens of Berk were flooding his mind. Gobber. Silent Sven. Mulch and Bucket. Hofferson's family. Snotlout and his father – he was surely there to, his uncle would never let his brother-in-law go to the battle on his own. What about Ingermans? They had several sons, surely at least one of them left Berk for this hopeless quest. Hiccup just hoped it wasn't Fishlegs.

And Ruffnut.

Ruffnut who occupied his thought even during the days. He could hear her rough voice in his head making notes and offering ideas when he was working on his plans for Toothless and himself. And he could see her long face with small upturn nose covered by freckles before his eyes at the night, sometimes, thankfully, smiling and very much alive, more often, however, covered in blood and staring ahead with empty, cold eyes.

Was she alive? Did she go there too? Was she trying to stop them as she promised? If she did, they obviously didn't listen. Hiccup was quite sure that she would go if Tuffnut went and the prospect of great battle was something which younger Thorston's sibling couldn't resist.

Hiccup threw his head back and banged it against the railing. Toothless gave him curious glare, but when he saw nothing else is happening, he put his own head back down on his paws and got lost in his own thoughts, whatever they may be.

"Something's eating you?" asked someone suddenly and Hiccup snapped his head in the direction of the speaker. Over him stood Eret, giving him a searching look and obviously waiting for answer. Behind his back was Scullcrasher. While the other three riders let their dragons leave the minute they came back on the ship (claiming that they weren't cut for flying), Eret decided to keep his Rumblehorn. He was difficult dragon, very stubborn and moody, but for some reason, he seemed really like the retired trapper and vice versa.

Though he was the only one with whom Hiccup was actually talking here, he wasn't in the mood right now. He was considering Eret his friend, based on interesting circumstances, but a friend nonetheless. Eret was the only one (alright, the rest of his men probably too, but he didn't like them that much) who knew what is going in his head. Having his own people slaughtered he understood what was Hiccup going through.

When Eret didn't get the answer he was waiting for, he quickly sat down by the Hiccup's side, motioning to his dragon to lie down as well. Scullcrasher gave his rider defiant look, before taking place beside Toothless. Night Fury shifted a little closer to Hiccup to put a bigger distance between them. For some reason, he didn't like the other dragon very much.

"I know you still can't stop think about what possibly happened there," started Eret. It wasn't a question, just statement. Hiccup tried to sound irritated while answering, but it sounded more worried than anything else.

"I think what happened is pretty obvious. Question is how it ended." Eret, as was usual, didn't even blink at Hiccup's tone. The younger boy sighed heavily.

"These ships... it was more than half of Berk's fleet," he whispered at the end, finally voicing his concerns.

"Then there is a good chance that the other half got away."

"I wish." The uncomfortable silence followed. It was Eret who broke it.

"You know there is actually quite easy way of how to find out," he pointed carefully. Hiccup understood immediately what he has on mind.

"I can't go home," he flatly refused.

"Why not? You did what you promised. You found the help and took the beast down."

"I also found an arch enemy." On that, Eret only rolled his eyes.

"Oh here we go again. You and your dramatic flair." He punched Hiccup on the shoulder and shook his head in disbelief. But Hiccup held his ground.

"You've said yourself he's not going to stop before he gets what he wants. When he will find out I killed it – if he didn't already... let just say I can't see Drago as someone who would just wave his hand above it and said: _Oh, well what can I do, he's got here first. Never mind, maybe next time_." He actually impersonated Eret's former master with such accuracy that the older guy snickered, amused.

"No... No I guess he won't forgive you that easily," he admitted while choking on his laugh. Hiccup watched him for a few second and then with considerable amount of not-so-hidden sarcasm in his voice added:

"Also, I convinced his _best_ dragon trapper to betray him. Another thing he could hold against me." Eret quickly snapped out of his seizure.

"_You_ didn't convince anyone. I decided all by my own," he declared proudly, suddenly sounding more like a spoiled child than captain of his own ship.

"You decided because of me," said Hiccup with knowing smirk and oddly enough, Eret didn't argue with him anymore. They sat in silence for a brief while, until Hiccup mumbled in the voice so quiet, that Eret halfway thought he imagined him speaking at all.

"It's maybe better this way, too," when Hiccup caught his friend's questioning expression, he explained:

"I mean, I don't even know if they would want me to come back."

"Surely, at least that girl of yours would." On that Hiccup actually howled. He really regretted the rare moments when he was telling Eret about his life at Berk before this all started. His stories of course featured Ruffnut quite often and Eret make it his own personal resolution to mock him about her at every opportunity he got. Hiccup knew he's doing it mainly to get him out of his dark thoughts, but that didn't mean it didn't annoy him. It did. And a lot.

"She's not _my girl_! She is a _friend_," he tried to explain for what seemed to be a hundreds time. But as usual, Eret only waved his hand over it.

"Yeah, whatever."

"Really, I don't... I mean we are not... She's not interested... ugh," he sighed and shook his head.

"Why am I even having this conversation with you?" he asked afterwards, not really expecting an answer. He got one, however and one good-natured slap to his back as well.

"Because I'm the only thing you have right now." But this remark sent Hiccup back to his previous unhappy thoughts. Yes, as much as he like Eret and was glad to have him as friend, he would still give anything to get his previous back. But he couldn't go back, not when he had the madman with the army of dragons _and_ soldiers at his back. And then there was a fear. Fear of not having anything to come back to.

"I'm afraid she went on that Island to. I'm afraid that when I'll come home, she won't be waiting for me there," he admitted softly, almost expecting his friend laugh at his ridiculousness and cowardice. But Eret didn't do anything like that at all. He just asked:

"So you will rather live in uncertainty?" Hiccup nodded silently.

"For now, at least."


	9. Chapter 9

**Uf... that was something, write this chapter...**

**I made some changes in the previous chapters, nothing earth shattering, just correcting the timeline because it didn't fit, plot is remaining the same... so just saying, in case someone actually notices**

**Once again, thank you a thousand times for the reviews, you guys rock!**

The winter was progressing quickly. Maybe it was thanks to the fact it was the mildest winter anyone remembered, so they didn't have to spend the whole days holed in the Great Hall, but the time was running with a remarkable speed. Ruffnut was glad. With a half of the Berk's families having their homes again, the Great Hall was starting to fulfil it original purpose again. There was now one too many drunken Vikings during the nights, when she was trying to sleep.

Thankfully, after two months, snow already started to melt down and couple of weeks later, Stoick gave the orders to start building again. Their house was considerably smaller than usual Viking houses, but it had everything they needed. So, with the first flowers getting out of ground, Ruffnut, Tuffnut, Astrid and Fishlegs could all move in.

It brought some raised eyebrows at first, the fact that in one house will live four young unmarried people, but after Astrid gave them all her best murderous look, they let them be. After all, they all had more important things to take care of. And because neither Ruffnut nor Astrid was in the village considered exactly as a _marriage material_ (though for different reasons – everyone expected that Astrid will become a fulltime warrior and die in the battle anyway and Ruffnut was...well, _Ruffnut_, still considered being crazy by the majority of the Berk's population), no one was bothered by that to any deeper extent.

Fishlegs became the part of their household shortly after the word spread out about Thorstons getting the next finished house. He came to Ruffnut and Tuffnut and asked them if he could join them. Living at home with his family was still driving him crazy and the Great Hall needed to be emptied at some point anyway. Siblings accepted his offer with enthusiasm and when also Astrid agreed, the deal was done.

Now it was already two weeks since they all moved in and they were settling down there nicely. They even managed to famously celebrate their new home by spectacular explosion – that was when Ruffnut and Tuffnut were trying to make a dinner together. They made a big hole in one wall during that, but were able to quickly transform it to the back entrance, something which in the original plans of the house was desperately missed (at least according to Ruff).

Except for this little hitch, everything went relatively smoothly. Only Ruffnut and Tuffnut had now a strict ban on being in the cooking area at the same time. Tuff understood this in his own way – he rather didn't appear in the kitchen at all, except for times when he could find there something already cooked to eat – no matter who made it. After fifth complain from Astrid that Tuff ate her dinner, _again_, it was decided that one of them would always make meal for the rest of them, to avoid any Tuffnut's future errors in deciding what he could eat and what he couldn't.

Today, it was Ruffnut's turn to provide the dinner for her friends and so she was closed in the house, trying to make something edible from that little of food they had. She didn't even count with it being tasty. Not poisonous was going to be sufficient enough.

She was currently mincing the mushrooms, when the front door opened and Astrid stormed into the house. But before the young warrior could say anything, Ruff interrupted her:

"I know, I know, the Chief wants to talk to me," she said annoyed and continued in her work. She caught Astrid smirking by the corner of her eye, but she decided to ignore the other girl completely. Astrid, however, had another idea.

"Well, if you know, what are you still doing here? He's looking for you good two hours now," pointed Astrid and came closer to the table at which Ruff was working. The younger girl didn't move a muscle when she said:

"I was too busy."

"You've been doing this when I left this morning. I'm pretty sure you're still mincing _the_ _same_ mushroom!" smirked Astrid at Ruffnut's lie. Ruff frowned and was ready to defend herself. She slammed the knife forcefully to the table and wanted to begin some long, deliberately tedious rant about her being too busy by making sure the rest of them would have something to eat at the evening. Unfortunately, the fierce movement made move the leaves of cabbage piled on the table and thereby uncover the real filling of her forenoon.

"What's that?" asked Astrid curiously, when she picked the opened journal and studied Ruffnut's drawings and calculations in it. She admitted to Ruffnut she knew that the other girl is much cleverer than she let on, for she saw her plenty of time during the last year in the Great Hall, sitting alone by the table in the middle of the night and scribbling in her notebook furiously. Also, she correctly guessed that her friendship with Hiccup had to be born on them having something in common and everyone knew how Hiccup loved to invent things of any kind.

Ruffnut didn't deny any of this, but neither she was willing to say more on that matter. As much as she and Astrid were getting along, they still weren't such a great friends as she was with Hiccup. And inventing, math and mechanics were _their_ things. It was something she and Hiccup had together, just the two of them. And somehow, she didn't want to share it with Astrid.

"Nothing important, it's not finished, anyway," she said quickly and snatched the book from Astrid's hands. The other girl didn't look offended by that at all. She got quickly used to the Ruff's secretive manners when it came to this. She didn't even bat an eye, when Ruffnut made her promise she will _never_ say a word about her intelligence to anyone, especially not to her brother. Only explanation Astrid got for that was some incoherent murmuring from which she caught just few words about protecting her brother. Astrid didn't even pretend to understand this. But her newly found respect for Ruffnut made her keep her word and let the younger girl to her secrets when she wanted.

Ruffnut clutched the journal with pages covered by drawings and notes about the dragons. They were result of hours and hours she spent by observing them in Training Ring during the winter. She was usually very busy during the day with the chores she had to do for a village, but every spare moment she had she gave to studying these flying lizards.

The page Astrid saw contained the drawings of several variations of the saddle she and Hiccup made for Toothless so long ago. Ruff had this crazy idea in her head of being able to train the dragons in the ring for flying as was Hiccup able to train Toothless. But she realized that this would freak the others out, so she rather kept it to herself for now. Getting the Vikings to the stage when they will not want to kill the dragon on sight was the first and most important step.

Her campaign for making Vikings to see the dragons as something else than killing beasts went slowly. Since that first meeting at Training Ring they were able to meet just several times during the winter months. She hoped now, when the snow was gone and the way to the Ring was easily accessible again, they would get there the other more often.

Well, most of them. Gustav's mother found out about hers son's new hobby shortly after they started and gave him such scolding that the poor boy didn't dare to came anywhere near the Ring (or Ruffnut, for that matter) at all anymore. The rest of the adults of the village shared the Mrs. Larson's opinion. Only good dragon was a dead dragon. Convincing them otherwise was very difficult.

Still, it didn't stop Ruffnut from trying. But, while her class was quite enthusiastic (even Snotlout couldn't deny that he was fascinated, as much as he was trying every time), the rest of the village still looked at her like at complete madman and were either dismissing her and her ideas as crazy babble or crudely shouted at her to shut up and stop repeating that foiled Chief's boy traitorous thoughts.

Chief himself didn't make any statement to this. He had to know, as he once said to Hiccup – nothing happened on this island without him knowing about it. But Ruffnut still didn't have slightest idea of what his stance in this matter is. He may have admitted that Hiccup was right about the Dragon Queen and that whole affair on the Dragon Island, but did he share his son's view on other dragons? Honestly, Ruffnut really didn't think so. Sitting on the dragon and flying him – that was just too much for everyone.

"Ruff..." said Astrid and Ruffnut snapped out of her thoughts and looked at the other girl.

"You have to go there eventually," added the young warrior. Ruff sighed, but nodded in agreement. Astrid was right. The main reason why she was trying to avoid the meeting with the chief was her fear. Fear that he _did_ make his mind about dragons after all. And that he will want them to stop all their interactions with them immediately. And that was the better possibility. The other one was of course, death. Hopefully, only for the dragons.

With a deep sight, she thrust the knife into Astrid's hand, brushed the crumbs off her leather skirt and headed to the doors. When she looked back from them, Astrid was already trying to continue in cooking. Need to say, it was the only thing during which she didn't look all that confident. She preferred axes, after all.

Ruffnut decided to take her way to the forge where the Chief still resided by slight detour around the village. She greeted workers building the new houses and checked on her brother making blankets from rough spun wool at the Great Hall. It turned out; Tuffnut was really good with fabrics. Who knew?

At the end, she stopped before the smithy anyway. Stoick was nowhere to be found, but Gobber was working by the fire, hitting the piece of steel on the anvil with a great verve. It took him few minutes until he noticed someone is watching him. When he spotted Ruffnut, he gave her wide smile and told her to come in.

"Stoick is back there," he motioned to the door back at the smithy. Ruff nodded her thanks and with a deep breath went meet her Chief.

The newly build forge was very similar to the previous one, but the back room was nothing like it was when Hiccup was occupying it. When Ruffnut opened the door, she was greeted by the look of sparingly equipped room. There was only single narrow bed and big table with two sturdy chairs by it. The walls were hollow, not covered by sketches and doodles like in Hiccup's times. In fact, majority of the room occupied Stoick's large form.

"You wanted to talk to me, sir?" asked Ruffnut politely. It occurred to her that being bratty wouldn't help her much at the moment. If Stoick really wanted them to stop learning about dragons or even worse, get rid of them, she need to stay calm and convince him to not to do so. But, to her utter astonishment, Stoick didn't start bellowing on her the minute she stepped in. He greeted her in absolutely stoic manner.

"Yes. Sit down, Ruffnut," he motioned to the one chair and sat down on the other himself. Ruff rather didn't say a word and just did as she was told.

"I would like to know your opinion on something," said then Stoick and caught Ruffnut completely by surprise by that. Where was he going with this?

"Ehm... yes?"

"You surely noticed the lack of the raids lately." On that, Ruffnut only nodded. Of course she did. Everyone did. But during the winter, nobody cared why it was, everyone was just grateful for it. But now the spring came and with it the space for a new questions.

"Yes..."

"The last raid was before the winter begun. Almost three months ago."

"They made pause like this before, Stoick," said Gobber from behind Ruffnut's back. She turned. The smith stood in the opened doors, scratching on head with his prosthetic hand.

"Not after the battle," answered Ruff. Stoick nodded in consent. Since they managed to anger the Dragon Queen, they had at least two raids per month.

"Maybe they were weakened during the winter," offered Gobber his opinion. "It was considerably harder to get the food from us, now when these dragons in the Ring are protecting us." In his voice, Ruffnut could detect the slightest trace of wonder. It seemed that the Chief's right hand at the very least appreciated what their dragons did for them. The raids which they faced weren't so damaging when _their_ dragons were protecting them (in a way – they were probably defending their new territory in the first place and the Vikings just happen to be a part of it).

"It was the shortest and mildest winter in years," pointed Stoick gravely. Gobber just shook his head over his friend's negativity and quickly presented another idea:

"Then maybe they didn't _need_ to raid us – they were able to feed that beast with their own resources."

"Maybe they are planning the great attack and this is just the calm before the storm."

"Maybe you are making a mountain out of a molehill." Ruffnut was actually starting to enjoy their bickering, but she knew that if she won't stop them now, she might not get a chance later.

"Maybe you would like to know my opinion on this – since you wanted me to come?" she quipped in. Surprisingly, both men shut up and turned their attention to the young girl. Gobber snorted in amusement. Stoick frowned a little – he apparently didn't like to be contradicted by some cheeky teenager – but motioned Ruffnut to talk nonetheless. Ruff took a deep breath and said:

"Maybe Hiccup did it." The absolute silence which followed wasn't what Ruffnut hoped. She jumped with her look from Gobber to Stoick. And while the smith looked amused, the Chief wore the expression of doubts and mistrust. That angered Ruffnut.

"I told you the day after he left – he went to find a help!" Didn't he have the slightest drop of faith in his child? Didn't he really believe he could do this? Had he no idea of how _brilliant_ his son actually is?

"On the back of his Night Fury," murmured Gobber silently under his moustache. Ruff shot him a dangerous look, daring him to say anything against her two friends. Gobber smiled at her. That confused her a little.

"I believe he kept his word," she said resolutely and then continued:

"He isn't a traitor! He didn't run away. You know that." _You send him away_, wanted Ruffnut scream, but she held her mouth shut. But by the look on Stoick's face, the very same thought crossed his mind. Satisfied that she finally got some reaction from the Chief, Ruffnut shut up.

"We won't know for sure until we will see on our own eyes," cut in Gobber once again. Ruffnut gave him questioning look, but before the smith could say anything, the Chief spoke:

"I'm considering sending a ship to the Dragon Island. To find out what really happened." His voice was impassive, but his eyes were shining with number of emotions. Ruffnut shivered a little under his piercing gaze and rather quickly nodded in agreement.

"I think that's a good idea." There was a gap of uncomfortable silence.

"May I go now?" asked Ruffnut hurriedly and Stoick nodded.

"Yes... yes, of course." She said her goodbye and turned to leave. She squeezed past Gobber's round form still staying in the door and was already halfway out of the forge, when the Chief's deep voice addressed her for one more time.

"Ruffnut." She swiftly spun on her heel and looked at him.

"Yes, sir?" Stoick sighed deeply. He made a few steps out of the back room until he stood before her and then he said hastily:

"I'm... I appreciate everything you've done. For the village during the winters. And especially for my son, during all the time I wasn't there for him." He never looked more sincere than in that moment. And suddenly, Ruffnut just knew that he was ready to mend his relationship with Hiccup if he gets a chance. No. No _if_. When. Ruffnut could see the sadness, regret... love for his son in Stoick's eyes. He was just a man who wanted his only child back, no matter what.

She hoped he would get this chance soon. After all, this was what Hiccup wanted too. Get a chance to explain, to make his dad and the rest of his people see what he saw and knew about the dragons. With a small pleased smile Ruffnut answered:

"My pleasure," and quickly run from the forge before anyone could notice how happy, soft and overly un-Viking expression became to make its way to her face.

Stoick announced the new expedition to the Dragon Island the same night. It didn't meet with very enthusiastic response, but everyone knew it had to be done. It was selected a group of about fifty people plus Gobber and Stoick to go. Ruff, Tuff and the rest of their gang was among them. Preparations for the journey didn't take long, so only five days later, the two ships left the shores of Berk and begun their way to the Helheim's Gate.

Ruffnut never spent such a long time on the ship before. Honestly, she never longed to. Now she knew why. She was seasick the whole journey. Tuff was holding himself a trifle better, but both siblings agreed that sailing is just not for them. In her head, Ruffnut added that flying was dozens times better – she wasn't sick not even once while flying on Toothless with Hiccup.

When she came with her thought to this point, she couldn't help and smile. The hope of seeing her best friends again soon was growing bigger and bigger in her chest every day. She was absolutely sure that one way or another, he has something to do with the absence of raids in the past months.

"Sis! Quickly! They say we are almost there!" interrupted her thoughts Tuffnut. He was a little bit greenish in the face, but the excitement of being so close to their goal was making him feel considerably better. Ruffnut accepted his hand and quickly jumped up and headed to the prow of the ship, where the others were already assembled. She took her place beside Astrid and while soothingly petting the Terrible Terror which was once again showing them the way, she was anxiously looking to the mist around them and waited for the island to appear.

They didn't have to wait long. After avoiding the few last reefs, the fog started quickly thin. And then, suddenly, the Dragon Island was before them.

Everyone froze to their spot. The very first thing they all noticed was a huge, gigantic, burned skeleton of the Dragon Queen lying on the stony beach of the Island.

"Odin's old diapers... " exhaled Gobber in awe. Fishlegs had widely open mouth and Astrid's eyes seemed to double their normal size. Even Stoick looked like he couldn't believe to what he can see. Ruffnut herself was absolutely stunned and only thing she managed was silent whisper under her nose:

"I knew you would do it!" Only one who could hear her was Astrid and she either didn't listen or didn't care about the other girl's exclamations on the address of Chief's missing son.

"Wow... that thing is HUGE! I mean... _was_ huge... thankfully," cried out Snotlout, his eyes not leaving the ex-queen skeleton.

"It looked even bigger when it had a flesh on these bones, trust me," said Astrid in strangled voice and Ruffnut noticed that the other girl's enthusiasm from finding out this beast dead was quickly leaving. Instead, look of sorrow started to make its way to her face. And not just to hers. Suddenly, everyone who already visited the Dragon Island looked miserable. Everyone was recalling the battle which took so many lives.

"Let's dock over there," ordered Stoick calmly and showed in the direction where at the shores weren't any burned ship's wracks. The mood dropped another few points down. Ruff's insides clenched in terror. She didn't want to, but started to imagine what happened here. She caught herself recalling everything Astrid and other survivors ever said. Absently she started looking around and thinking about where her mother died.

They docked and get out of the ships. Stoick let some men to guard the boats for case of attack. However, since emerging from the fog surrounding the Island, they didn't catch mere glimpse of dragon. They had to see them coming and hided.

Everyone noticed the ground littered by helmets and shields and swords immediately. But no one had the strength to say anything. Painful memories of these who escaped started coming back.

"No bones," whispered someone. Ruffnut thickly swallowed. No body remains. It could mean only one thing. Their people were eaten and their armours were the only thing left of them.

Without Stoick actually needing to give any orders, half of their people dispelled around and started collecting the pieces of armour all over around. The other half went with the Chief to the Dragon Queen's skeleton.

As they were coming closer, Ruffnut almost expected her brother exclaim in amazement, because the thing before them was even bigger than it seemed from ship. However, Tuff's attention was on the cracks in the mountain, where he spotted dragons, carefully observing them from their nest. Ruff showed it to Astrid and she quickly notified Stoick and the others. Few people gasped for air in fear, but Stoick motioned them all to lower their weapons. They weren't here to fight.

They stopped before the Queen's frame. Ruffnut noted that her ribs reached the height of the doors of the Great Hall. The tail was broken, but when it was whole, it had to be at least sixty feet long.

They started to walk around the dragon's bare bones, trying to find any indicators of what killed it (aside the obvious – fire). Ruffnut heard Gobber arguing with some other Vikings about the possibility that the other dragons from the nest attacked their Queen and burned her. Tuffnut quipped into that with Snotlout's idea of dragon revolution. She caught Astrid rolling her eyes at Snotlout when he also started participate in this conversation. She wanted to say something to her, when something painfully familiar suddenly caught her attention. Without the word she started to run towards it.

Her breath hitched in her throat when she got close enough to confirm her assumptions. For a moment she hoped she's mistaken, that her senses are playing tricks on her. But when she stood above it, there couldn't be any doubts. She recognized the strips of leather she cut. Stitches she helped make. She ignored confused shouts of the others and their approaching footsteps. Sudden wave of grief washed over her and she literally couldn't withstand it anymore. Her knees buckled and she sunk down on the sharp stones. With a shaking hand she reached to the charred saddle before her. Toothless' saddle.

Thousands of emotions started to whirl inside her at once. This couldn't be true! There had to be some other explanation for this! She tried to convince herself, find the hope, but her other half, the more rational one, kept whispering the cold facts in her mind again and again until she gave up.

Toothless' saddle. Damaged, burned. The remains of wires which connected the harness with the artificial tail fin. All destroyed. Metal components twisted by fire. The leather ones either gone altogether or heavily burned around the edges. She lightly touched one of the buckles on stirrup. It stayed in her hand.

All that happiness she was feeling since the raids stopped was suddenly gone. All hope she was carrying disappeared like the puff of the smoke. Because destroyed Toothless' saddle could mean only one thing. That the dragon himself was destroyed with it. And with him his rider. Because Ruffnut knew Hiccup would not leave his fried. Never, not even when facing a certain death.

"What is this?" asked the voice coming from behind her back. She recognized Fishlegs. She didn't have to look to know the rest of them assembled behind her and was waiting for her explanation. But how could she tell them?

"It's... it's... Hiccup's saddle," she whispered eventually in broken voice. She still didn't look at them, waiting for the things click together. Waiting for the dreadful realization to sink in.

"Saddle?" repeated Snotlout uncomprehendingly.

"Saddle which Hiccup made for his dragon," said Astrid. The others gasped. If someone doubted that Hiccup really tamed the Night Fury and left the Berk on his back, they stopped now.

"Oh gods..."

"He's dead, isn't he?" asked someone. Ruffnut wasn't able to answer. Her throat felt like stuffed with dry wool.

"That thing got him," whispered Astrid, voice heavily laced with sorrow. If Ruffnut could look at her, she would see the tears in her eyes.

But Ruff didn't, her own eyes still firmly settled on the saddle lying on the ground before her. She wanted to cry, scream, hit something... anything. But she wasn't able to move a muscle. From her stupor she was waked only when she felt the big body of her Chief sunk to his knees beside her. His furs brushed her arm when he reached to touch the item before them. The proof of his son's betrayal. Of his stubbornness. Of his courage. Of his death.

"This is my fault," rasped Stocik and probably for the first time in history, the berkians could see their chief crying.

"I'm sorry, son. It's all my fault," he repeated. Ruffnut couldn't take it anymore. With all her remaining strength she got up to her feet and without the word started to walk away, in no particular direction, just as far from this place as she could.

"Ruff... where are you going?" called her brother after her, his voice sounding really concerned, but she ignored him and only speeded up. The metal buckle still firmly clasped in her palm.


	10. Chapter 10

**As usual, thanks for reviews!**

It was ironically the winter and its thick ice covering the sea and keeping everyone and everything stuck on place what saved Hiccup from going mad. Before the ice firmly settled, Ered decided to put as big amount of space between them and any of Drago's ships as they could. He informed Hiccup that Drago had only one ship big enough to make its way through frozen sea and that it was highly unlikely he would set this one to chase them, for it always stayed at the camp, guarding... something in the water. The ex-trapper's bet was on bunch of water dragons.

After three weeks of rapid sailing they docked by some small deserted island. It had a hot stream spouting out of crack between the rocks and enough woods to build modest shelters and keep fire for the rest of the winter. There wasn't much animals, most of them already sleeping hidden from coming frosts, but the sea full of fish was all around and they had a dragons to make a way to them.

Especially Toothless was welcoming the opportunities to blow up the hole in the ice with true enthusiasm. The others were a bit wary of the Night Fury displaying such a joy over blasting things up, but Hiccup understood him completely. Toothless was bored. And so was his rider.

Eret wasn't willing to stop anywhere on populated land to allow Hiccup make a new flying gear for Toothless, claiming it was a delay they couldn't afford right now. He made Hiccup a pair of crutches so the boy would be able to hop around, but that was it. Hiccup knew his friend was just trying to protect them all, but that didn't stop him from being annoyed and he found a great satisfaction while watching Eret fight with Scullcrasher, when the dragon got stubborn. He even let Eret to ask him _twice_ before he helped him.

Maybe to make it up to him, Eret brought him the most welcomed gift about two weeks after they settled down for winter. He was patrolling the area everyday while flying with Scullcrasher, to make sure they were safe. One day, he didn't come back by noon as he usually did. He didn't return even after the dark came. Everyone automatically feared the worst – that he was captured by Drago. Bjorn, who was usually left in charge while Eret was gone, was able to calm them a little, but his expression stayed grim and he exchanged more than one worried look with Hiccup (he became quite fond of Hiccup after he killed the Dragon Queen and Hiccup, being a nice soul he was, didn't hold his previous mistrust against him) while waiting for their friend the whole night.

Their worries were rewarded in the wee hours of following morning by sight of Eret coming back on the back of Scullcrasher, both of them unharmed and the dragon carrying in his paws big sack of metal junk and leather scraps – enough material for Hiccup make a tailfin for Toothless, saddle, new foot for himself and anything else Eret and his men lost in their destroyed fort.

Eret even brought him an anvil. It was damaged, one of the corners was broken off (Hiccup's guess was that previous owner got very angry one day and hit it in wrong place with too much power – he remembered Gobber to destroy his anvil this way once, though his smith master was drunk that time, not angry). Someone was apparently too lazy to repair it and threw it away. Luckily for Hiccup, who set to work immediately after he recovered from his brief seizure of utter excitement.

He made his peg leg first, of course. It was simple and fitted him perfectly, allowing him walk without a limp, just as he planned in his designs. Still, he hated it. Hiccup knew he was a little bit on clumsy side when it came to physical activities, but being one legged made him even ten times worse than back when he was whole made just from bones and flesh. That was at least what he thought.

He didn't want to feel sorry for himself, he didn't want to sulk, he just wanted to finally get used to that blasted peg leg and get on with it. But the more he tried to make everything okay, the more he was feeling like stumbling little boy who needed to be look after again. He thought he had enough time to get used to the idea of being one-legged. He tried to avoid that, but in the moments he wasn't battling the thoughts about his people being slaughtered by Dragon Queen, he always caught himself looking on the stump under his left knee. In the lighter moments he was wondering if Toothless liked the taste of it. Every other time, he found himself mussing how it will feel to walk again with half of his shin made from metal.

He tried to convince himself that once he will have prosthesis, it won't be so bad. But after he strapped his new peg leg to the stump which used to be his leg, his hopes were gone. He was a walking disaster. Again.

Only times, when he didn't feel like complete blundering idiot was on Toothless' back. Flying with his best friend made him briefly forget everything and feel nothing but absolute freedom. Up there, he was just alright. But the second he touched the firm ground again, his uncertainty was back. He hated to be nuisance to anyone and he was convinced that was the way the others were looking at him now. Any respect he may have gain from them by killing the Dragon Queen had to gone now, when they saw him tripping over his own foot and not able to make simple way from one end of their camp to another without slipping on ice at least once.

He started withdrawn from the others, always working in his makeshift smithy. He refused everyone who tried to even ask him if he was alright, always putting on unconvincing smile and assuring them he's fine, thank you very much. Most of the men let him be, thanked him for the sword, axe or anything else he made for them and left the boy to his own. Some tried more than once, but even they gave up after a while.

Only one, who didn't let him sulking, was Eret. While the others didn't bother Hiccup more than was necessary, Eret would came to his forge minimally twice a day and demand of him to fetch something from the ship (accessible by walking now when the sea froze), accompany him to the woods to go hunting or anything else which required to walk somewhere.

Hiccup wasn't an idiot, he understand that Eret was trying to get him back into the old ways by that and a little part of him even appreciated the effort. But mostly he was just annoyed by his friend's constant not-so-subtle attempts to get him back and running. Literally. So when Eret came next time, asking Hiccup to go with the others for woods, he was advised to go and shove this wood into his ass.

Eret froze for a second, probably astounded by the boy's outburst. Hiccup felt kind of proud of himself and was sure now would his friend finally get a message and leave him be like the rest of his men. However, he was sorely mistaken.

"So, how is your leg?" asked Eret casually, while setting on turned bucket, clearly indicating he's not planning to leave anytime soon. His obstinacy made Hiccup snap back sharply.

"How should I know? I don't have it anymore." He gripped his hammer more tightly and started hit the steel before him with furious strength. He was making such a noise that he almost missed Eret's next words:

"Oh, someone stepped outside with his left foot today..." Hiccup started banging the metal even more forcefully, while he growled, not looking at the other man at all.

"Very funny."

"You were asking for it," answered Eret lazily. By the corner of his eye, Hiccup saw Toothless coming from outside with the mouth full of fish. The dragon crooned in his direction and then curled on his usual spot by the fire. Hiccup gave the sword he was making last hit and broke it. With an angry cry, he threw destroyed weapon back to the fire and turned to face Eret, ignoring curious looks Toothless was giving him.

"Not very tactful, are you?" he spitted in the direction of his human friend (soon to be former friend, if he won't stop this, thought Hiccup grimly). Eret just shrugged.

"I thought you didn't want our pity. Or help." There wasn't any malice in his voice and that was what made Hiccup stop abruptly in his rage fit. Eret was absolutely calm and he was just saying what Hiccup alone was thinking. Or he thought he did.

"I want to..." What? What did he actually want? His foot to grow back? Go home? Someone's shoulder to cry on? "I don't know..." he admitted at the end. Defeated, he sighed, putted the hammer he was still holding aside and sat down on the tree stump rolled here from the forest, feeling Eret watching him all the time. Suddenly, he felt tired. Still pretending to be okay and keeping everyone on arm's length was exhausting.

He thought of Ruffnut and her never ending pretending to be someone she wasn't. How she managed to keep it up for fourteen years and not going mad? He regretted not to ask her more. Who knew if he will have a chance again? When he got here in his thoughts, he rather quickly snapped out of it and gave his attention back to the man sitting across from him.

"I'm sorry. I'm just... little peevish, I guess," he mumbled, feeling a little bit ashamed for some reason. Eret smiled.

"I understand." Wrong answer.

"Really? Did _you_ lose your leg since the last time I saw you?" snapped Hiccup, forgetting his shame in the second. Eret only raised his eyebrow and remained absolutely calm. Not for the first time, Hiccup wanted to throttle him for being so _stoic_.

"You see, that's exactly what I'm talking about!" he cried out and hid his face in his palms, angry on himself for being such a moody baby. He heard Eret chuckle a little and when he looked at the man, he found him wearing patient smile on his face.

"It's called puberty. Being pain in the ass all day long is one of the common symptoms," he said to Hiccup in gentle tone. Hiccup was staring at him for a few seconds; before it occur to him that his friend is making fun of him. He gave Eret a pointed look, which only resulted in another chuckling.

"What? I had it too, you know. Not _so_ long ago." Hiccup found himself letting out a chuckle of his own. Then he sighed deeply and watched a fire before him for a while. After a few minutes of silence, Eret spoke again.

"You _will_ get use to it." Hiccup didn't snap this time, only tiredly asked:

"You think so?"

"You will have to, Hiccup."

"I guess..." He knew Eret was right. He will have to accept it sooner or later. One day, he will have to stop moping around. After all, loosing a leg wasn't such a big deal, right? Vikings were loosing limbs all the time. Hel, Gobber already lost half of them and he was still considered one of the best warriors of Berk. It was badge of honour. Hiccup snickered at that. What a crap. Not having a leg sucked. End of story.

"Look at Toothless. He's not sulking over his tail, are you, big guy?" interrupted Eret Hiccup's thoughts. He looked at his scaly friend happily eating his dinner, only absently crooning at the sound of his name. Toothless either didn't care about the serious conversation which was taking place literally under his nose, or he decided to let Eret handle this alone.

"No one would ever make fun of him, even if he would become really _toothless_," Hiccup whispered silently, not fully realising he said that aloud until Eret's surprised voice asked:

"That's what you're worry about? The others making fun of you?" He sounded genuinely stunned about it and Hiccup froze for a while. He didn't think about that until now, but he realised Eret was right. Unconsciously he was afraid of being the same _pest_ to everyone he was before, the target of their laugh or rage, depending on how big catastrophe he caused.

He didn't want to be this way again. Helpless and clumsy. Over the last year he learned to take care of himself. He had no one but him alone and Toothless and he still managed to survive. Hel, he even managed to take down the biggest dragon anyone on Berk ever seen! He managed to make someone worthy from himself.

"No one is going to make fun of you for this, Hiccup, I can promise you that. You did nothing to be ashamed of!" stated Eret firmly, obviously noticing Hiccup's sour expression coming back. It gained him the boy's attention.

Hiccup looked at his friend, watching for any indication that his words were just empty obligatory pep talk, but he found none. Eret believed in what he was saying and after a while, Hiccup found himself to start believe to. Damn right. He lost his foot in the _battle_. With a _dragon_. Everyone had ever expected he will loose one of his limbs one day, probably when doing something he won't be supposed to or working on some his invention. This probability was still alive and if it will come, he _will_ feel like an idiot for loosing his foot, arm or whatever by that. But not now.

He gave Eret wide smile and got up, picking his hammer again. He's going to be damn proud of it!

Well, after that, things started to get better. Hiccup didn't managed to start to be proud exactly, but he was slowly getting there. Eventually. What was important, he wasn't angry anymore. Oh, he was still brooding from time to time, especially after the snowstorms came and he couldn't go out and fly with Toothless. With too much of free time on his hands, his ever active mind started once again providing him with unwanted images, either of him being stuck somewhere, helpless and depending on others help because of his damn leg or of Ruff, Gobber and his dad fighting and then falling down under the Dragon Queen.

Eret had to notice this, because he came with the new way of how to keep him occupied. He couldn't send him for walk now, for the risk of getting snowed in somewhere became too high (he did tried, though, but that time it wasn't only Hiccup who told him to go to Hel, but practically everyone in the hovel). Instead, he decided to teach Hiccup how to fight properly. He made Hiccup to make an appropriate sword for himself and then begun to train him every day.

Hiccup was never trained to fight with weapons. He was always too small to even lift the sword, hammer or axe. And when he finally grew up enough to be able hold the sword in one hand and not fall down, it was already considered too risky to trust him with something so dangerous like real weapon in his hands.

He thought he wouldn't enjoy this much, but he was pleasantly surprised to find out that sword fighting was another thing he was actually quite good at. Wielding a sword was easier for him than handle the axe his father gave him before he started in dragon training. He briefly thought about the hammer his dad was using. He would be surely proud if his son would choose the same weapon as him, right? He mentioned this to Eret and though his fried offered him to teach him some basic moves with the hammer too; he honestly said that it wasn't suitable weapon for him. He wasn't simply strong enough to use it efficiently. Hiccup accepted this without feeling offended. As Eret said, knowing one's limits was just as important for the warrior.

Hiccup was actually enjoying his training. He became more confident on his feet, his tripping being less and less frequent. After a few weeks, he was able to run around without falling on his nose every ten yards. He still reacted a little bit snappishly when someone made some impropriate comment about his missing leg, but he was slowly getting used to it. Anyway, the one who was poking him most often was Eret and Hiccup had no problem at all to return his jibes with his own.

"Hey! Have some consideration for the one legged guy!" cried Hiccup, when Eret attacked him without giving him a time to get back into the position. They were training again and Hiccup had barely time to block Eret's blow. Eret just smirked and didn't stop chasing him with his own sword.

"Well, well, well," he drawled out slowly, blocking Hiccup's sword. "How it came _you_ can talk about it like it just randomly fell off and _we_ can't say a word about it?" He was mocking him, trying to divert Hiccup's attention and thereby getting a chance to plant the final blow. Only problem in his plan was that he said to Hiccup at the very beginning of their training to never let the enemy distract you. As it turned out, Hiccup was very attentive pupil.

"Because it's _my_ leg," he shot back, his eyes never leaving his target. He could hear the laugh of the other men in the hut and Toothless' crooning and Scullcrasher's growling, but while he was able to notice all of this, he didn't let it take his focus from Eret.

"Respectively, what is left of it." Another poke, another several forceful hits with the sword coming quickly in a row. Hiccup may have been still smaller than most of the Vikings in his age, but he was quick. And he knew how to use it to his advance.

"Well done!" praised Eret after not having time to raise his sword to block out the last blow and having to dodge. "Now _that_ was what I was talking about. You have to put everything into the attack."

"If I will put everything into attack, what will I get left for a defence?" asked Hiccup logically and made a step or two back, thinking about the best strategy to take his teacher down.

"If you will do it right, there will be no need for defence," answered Eret confidently. Hiccup merely raised his eyebrows. He made a sharp lunge and attracted again. Eret blocked it in the last second, still smirking.

"And if I don't?"

"Well, in your case, defence is useless. Just run as fast as your foot let you." Hiccup snickered.

"Are you sure _you_ are not still in the puberty? Because you are showing one of the most common symptoms," he asked, remembering their conversation from weeks and weeks ago. That caught Eret's attention.

"Really? And what is that?" he looked on his friend curiously, letting his focus slip for a brief moment. That was what Hiccup was waiting for.

"Being pain in the ass." And with that he hooked his fake foot behind Eret's knee and with quick yank sent his opponent to the ground, his sword pointing right to his heart. Eret laughed and the men around cheered loudly.


	11. Chapter 11

_**Thnak you all for reviews at the last chapter! Have fun reading this one.**_

They spent another four days on the Dragon Island, gathering shields and swords of their lost friends and family members and preparing them to be send to Valhalla instead of their bones. One of the ships they came with should serve as the transport for the souls of their people to the Land of Gods. That was the least they could do for them.

Ruffnut did participate in this as everyone else, but didn't say the word the whole time. Astrid, Fishlegs and even Snotlout tried to talk to her, but she sent them sternly away. Only time when she did take someone in mercy was when Tuffnut came to her, holding theirs mother half-burned shield. That evening she sat with her brother, holding the shield between them and together they mourned their mom. Next morning, however, she was wearing the stony expression again and detached from everyone even more than before.

She wanted to be brave, just like she was when the ships came back to the shores of Berk after the Battle with the Dragon Queen, without her mother and full of injured. She held herself that time, for her brother, keeping her tears for the times no one could see her. She had to be strong; because she knew her little bro needed her, for he loved their mother just as deeply as her and were mourning her just as hard. But now?

As much as painful this whole ordeal was, it brought some kind of peace for the rest of their expedition. After a year and several months, people already mostly reconciled with the deaths of their love ones and the opportunity to send at least their belongings to the after-land was a closure for them. They would never forget, but they were ready to let their dead go.

She was too ready to let her mother go. She may have been since that Stoick's speech at the anniversary. She already had a time to accept. Her mother was dead for more than a year. But Hiccup... Hiccup and Toothless died just a few days ago for her. And it was hurting her just like loosing her mother did.

Ruffnut knew the others wanted to help her, but how could they understand? They didn't know Hiccup, not really. They recognized Hiccup as their saviour. But he wasn't their friend, so they couldn't possibly put themselves into Ruffnut's position. They may have been sad he died in such an awful way, but that was it. Ruffnut thought (maybe unjustly, but she momentarily didn't care) that Astrid was more sorry for _her_ than Hiccup alone.

Only one who openly wept for the boy was Gobber. There was no doubt he loved the lad like his own son. He didn't seem to be ashamed of his red, swollen eyes, unmistakable proof of tears he cried out for his former apprentice. And he even tried to console Ruffnut too, but she refused him just like the others, albeit a little more gently. He let her be and turned his attention on Stoick, determined to help to deal with this lost at least to his friend. Result was, however, just as unsatisfactory as in Ruff's case.

Except for that outburst over the Hiccup's saddle, Stoick didn't show any indication of his current emotional state. He bottled everything inside him, like the good Viking he was and concentrated all his attention on dealing with the final send-away of his lost people. He wasn't speaking more than necessary and when he did, it was in deep, husky voice. However, their Chief was always a little bit on the gruff side, so it didn't have to mean anything.

But when they were watching the ship burn on the horizon, Ruffnut noticed the tears in Chiefs eyes. He was saying goodbye to his son, whose saddle was on the place of honour among the shields of their fallen. Only thing left after Hiccup, sent to the after-land. When Ruff was watching this, her hand subconsciously found its way to her vest pocket, where the buckle from the saddle was hidden. It felt heavy.

The journey back to the Berk was uneventful. Ruff caught some conversations about how it will be on Berk now and what the official stance against dragons is going to be, but it was all just presumptions, because the Chief didn't make any statement yet. He was probably waiting for them reaching their home, so he would tell to everyone at once. It would be historic moment for Berk. The end of the war which plagued them since their ancestors first sailed there. But Ruffnut didn't care. The second the ship docked, she jumped out of it and headed to the only place which could bring her at least a little bit of peace.

The cove was quiet and calm as usual. It was late afternoon, so sun was no longer throwing shadows in, but the visibility was still good. Ruffnut noticed the circle of deeper green weed growing on the bank at the place where Toothless was always burning the ground under him and made the place for sleep. Few steps left were a stone on which she was often sitting and fishing. And next was the stone where she used sit with Hiccup by her side, arguing about nonsense and laughing together.

Ruffnut kicked this very stone before sitting down on it. Maybe it wasn't such a good idea to come here, after all. But, this was probably the only place where she would be alone. And alone was what she needed right now.

It didn't last very long. After about a half an hour she was disturbed by some scratching sound. When she looked up to find out what it was, she was greeted by sight of Stoick the Vast staying awkwardly in the gap between the two big rocks and in his right hand holding the shield which Hiccup blocked there the first time he dared to get down here and with which they weren't able to move since then.

Without the word he crossed the space between the two of them and stopped right before Ruffnut.

"Chief," she greeted him silently. She really wasn't in the mood for talking, but she could hardly tell her Chief to get lost.

"Ruffnut." Stoick answered in unexpectedly gentle tone. He put the shield on the ground and with a heavy huff he sat down on it. Ruff could distantly hear cracking of the wood.

"Astrid told me I would probably find you here," said Stoick after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence. Ruff just snorted.

"Of course she did." Astrid. Still unable to keep her mouth shut when it came to the Chief. Bloody honourable and honest Astrid! Ruffnut hid her face in her palms so she wouldn't have to look at Stoick. She was starting to get angry with him. She was starting to get angry with everyone and everything.

"So... this is the place where..." started Stoick awkwardly, after he wasn't able to get from Ruffnut a single word more. He motioned to the grounds around. Ruffnut peaked at him from behind her hands.

"Hiccup befriended the dragon? Yes," she confirmed harshly. Stoick just nodded.

"It still sounds a little bit surreal. Be _friend_ with the _dragon_," he said after a while and he chuckled unhappily. Ruff bit her lip to prevent herself from saying something very rude and offensive.

"I would like to know how he did it," admitted Stoick, sounding almost guilty. On that, Ruffnut finally snapped her head up and gave her Chief a sharp look.

"You would?" she asked suspiciously, her anger for a minute substituted by true curiosity.

"Yes," confirmed the man seriously. Ruff was watching him for a while, like to make sure he's not lying. But she wasn't able to find single trace of deception in him. Without a word she nodded and lowered her head down again. What could she say on this?

"I called the town gathering in the Great Hall tonight. I would like you to be there." Stoick let the silence continue for quite a while, but than he interrupted it with this request. It raised Ruffnut's interest probably less than intended.

"Why?" she asked almost bored.

"I'm going to name you the Berk's first dragon caretaker."

"Berk's first _what_?" Right, _now_ he had her attention.

"I know you and the other youngsters are already going to the Ring and... _observing_ the dragons what live there. You are basically going to continue to do just so. Only now it won't be against the law," explained Stoick, watching for the girl's reaction. Ruffnut frowned. Her anger was coming quickly back.

"I don't want to have _anything_ to do with dragons anymore." Chief of the Berk wasn't easily shocked, but now he wasn't far from gaping.

"Well... that's not the answer I've expected," he murmured. Ruffnut suppressed an angry attack and just acidly hissed.

"No disrespect indented." Her tone was however clearly indicating that she couldn't care less about offending anyone.

"Why?" asked Stoick, deliberately ignoring Ruff's rudeness. Though he could hardly ignore her next outburst.

"How can you ask something like that?" cried out Ruffnut, finally being fed up by this somewhat polite chatter. Anger mixed with sorrow bubbled on surface. She got up from the stone she was sitting on and started pacing around, shouting angrily:

"That beast killed him! It killed Hiccup. And Toothless..." Then her voice cracked. She was breathing heavily, turning her back to Stoick so he wouldn't see the tears pooling in her eyes.

"I assume that Toothless is... was... Hiccup's dragon," asked Stoick, his voice giving nothing away. Ruff nodded.

"His Night Fury."

"Night Fury," repeated Chief. Ruffnut wiped the traitorous tears which escaped her eyes. She looked up to the sky and in dull voice said:

"It... It had to eat him and than spit out what it couldn't digest." Stoick didn't respond so she continued, now sounding angry, sad and little bit hateful at once.

"He believed that dragons are not bad creatures in their gist. He wanted to save them as much as he wanted to save us. And look what he got for that!" Anger was sweeping her body, filling every pore, every cell in her. Stupid, naive Hiccup. Why that idiot had to believe in something like this.

"He was wrong," she spat finally. Now she got a reaction from Stoick at least.

"No, he wasn't," opposed the Chief calmly. His stoic attitude just made Ruff's blood boil. She swiftly turned and hotly shouted:

"Yes, he was! He's dead. He's dead because _dragon_ _killed_ _him_!" The thing he believed most killed him. Couldn't he see?!

Stoick stood up and said:

"The Queen killed him." Ruffnut was already opening her mouth to start argue with him once more when the realisation of what he actually said sank. Queen. Not just some dragon, but their Queen. Did it make a difference? It did a month ago, but now... anger was telling her that it doesn't matter. One way or another, Hiccup was _gone_ because of dragons. But sense was telling her to calm down.

Stoick used the fact Ruff was silent and lost in her own inner battle to approach her. He put his big hands on her skinny shoulders. It made her jump a little in surprise.

"During the last year and months, you've been repeating my son's words about dragons, his beliefs. Do _you_ still believe to any of that?" he asked carefully, looking intently to her eyes. Ruffnut opened her mouth, but not a word came out.

Image of Toothless with his goofy gummy smile hunting the light from Hiccup's little hammer came to her mind. She remembered the dragon's friendly greetings and overly enthusiastic reactions to anything they brought him to eat. She remembered Toothless' protectiveness of both her and Hiccup.

Sure. He had instincts of the killer, but he was loyal like anyone she knew. He was a good dragon. He died in while battling the queen. He wasn't a mindless murderer. And suddenly, Ruffnut was sure he wasn't the only one. Dragons were deeper that everyone thought, more intelligent than mere animals. If one of them could display such a devotion to the human to die with him, the rest of them had to be capable at least of trifle of these emotions. They were capable of fear, for fear was what kept them in the pawns of the Queen.

Hiccup was right.

"Yes... To everything," whispered Ruffnut silently. She already guessed the answer from this whole episode with Stoick, but she asked anyway:

"Do _you_ believe?"

"I do... now," stated Stoick firmly. He clasped her shoulders a bit more tightly and added:

"Let's not let Hiccup's beliefs die with him." On that, Ruff could only nod. With the anger gone of her body, she suddenly felt very tired.

"He won't be forgotten," she whispered silently. Stoick clasped her shoulders even more firmly for a second.

Chief left after Ruffnut promised him to be in the Hall at the evening, leaving her to her own thoughts once more. They were a bit less gloomy, but still not very positive. She suppressed the thoughts about Hiccup himself for a while and laid her attention on the matter on hand.

The chief was now for true peace between Vikings and dragons. That was surely great. But would it really change anything? Most of the Berk was still convinced about dragons being evil. And they still believed that Hiccup was a traitor for counting them as his friends. Would the fact _he_ killed their Queen change anything? Ruffnut wasn't that sure, especially when the first thing she heard after she entered the Great hall was:

"If the Queen is dead, we have the unique opportunity to strike and end them for ever. We can drive them out of their nest, make them leave!" Approving murmurs were coming from all sides. Ruffnut quickly started to make her way to the front of the crowd, listening to Stoick's arguing with his people during the way.

"No! Dragons are not our enemies any more."

"They will be mine!"

"Then you will be treated as anyone who would attack a member of any of ours allied tribes."

"You can't be serious, Stoick!"

"I am. Dragons won't attack us if we won't give them a reason to." She finally made her way on the top and now was listening to her brother who was trying to quickly fill her in. Apparently, Stoick already explained what they found on the Dragon Island and now was dealing with the consequences.

"That is ridiculous," shouted someone and more affirmative mutters joined. Ruffnut turned back to watch the crowd. Only a very few of those who weren't on the Dragon island for the second time were looking like they actually agreed with Chief's words.

"Killing dragons in any other times than in life endangering situations is from now strictly prohibited!" shouted Stoick. Objections started to be more and more personal.

"You are insane! The grief is talking from you!"

"How can you give such orders? These beasts took your wife! Killed your son!"

"Not that this is any loss."

"I don't believe he took that beast down. It was gigantic. And Hiccup was a screw up!"

"He was a traitor. And apparently he got it from his father!" At this point, everyone was already shouting on everyone. Stoick and these fifty men and women who saw for their very eyes what Hiccup did were trying to shut up the rest of the berkians who only could see the revenge for hundreds of taken lives. These who didn't agreed with Stoick, but took insulting the Chief personally were shouting on the offenders.

Tuffnut and the rest of the teens joined the fight, ready to solve it the Viking way and change the words for fists. Ruffnut was trying to get to Stoick and Gobber on the table they were staying on, but she was constantly pushed away by Vikings who already started to punch each other. Just when the real battle was threatening to broke up, the deep loud voice echoed through the Hall.

"That's enough!" Everyone stilled in the middle of motion. The eyes of all turned ahead where stood Spitelout, supported from the right side by his son and from left by his eldest daughter, his arms firmly clasped around their shoulders, keeping him upright. He measured them all with dangerous look and then in low voice started talking.

"How _dare_ you to speak against your chief in such way! How dare you to speak against his son. All of you were on that island too. All of you saw what I saw. If Hiccup succeed where our whole army failed, he deserve nothing else than your respect. He gave his life for ours!" There was a dead silence after his words, until someone from the back of the Hall quipped in.

"He befriended a dragon." Murmurings started rise up again, but before Spitelout, Stocik, Gobber or anyone else could say anything, Ruffnut finally get before the main table and spoke.

"And that dragon died too, saving us all," she said firmly. No one reacted, only Tuff cheered, which echoed awkwardly in silent Hall. Spitelout took a word again.

"He may have been the nuisance for his whole life, but he gained his place by the table of Kings by right and I won't have him insulted. He was of my blood too." Nobody said a word. People began to exchange curious and questioning looks. Everyone was taken aback by Spitelout's fierce defence of his nephew. It was well known that he wasn't very fond of the boy, always claiming that his own son would be much better choice for the next Berk's chief.

Not many understood _this_. Only those, who remembered the time when Hiccup's mother – Spitelout's sister – was taken by dragons, did.

"Well, if you say the dragons will leave us alone, I have no problem leaving them alone too. Live at let live. Certainly better than kill or be killed," interrupted the stunned silence in the Hall Mulch, Bucket by his side as always nodding agreeably. A few others murmured something similar and Stoick let out a sight of relief.

"Thank you, Mulch," he said and looked around. Crisis seemed to be averted. Then his eyes stopped on Ruffnut. Before the girl could utter a word, she was grabbed under the armpits and lifted up on the table. She made a very un-Viking shriek of surprise.

"The dragons in the Ring are now under care of Ruffnut. We will try to study them and learn everything we can about them," declared Stoick in his loud voice. People started to shout again, but honestly, in comparison to the reaction to the other news of the evening, it was met quite tepidly.

"What for?" asked someone.

"That's what you usually do when you make new friends. You get to know each other," hissed Ruffnut for explanation and jumped down from the table, not being comfortable with all that attention now and quickly made her way through the mass of people. Everything important was already said, now they will all get drunk and will argue about that long into the night. She had enough. Without the single look back she headed straight to her house.


	12. Chapter 12

As a repay for teaching him how to fight, Hiccup decided to share with Eret and the others everything he learned about dragons in the past year. It met with considerably lesser excitement than fighting show he provided everyday, but Hiccup was determined. Also, it was either this, or his constant asking about that mysterious dragon rider which destroyed Eret's fort before the winter. Topic which didn't make anyone happy, to be sure. Actually, it was kind of a sour subject for everyone.

He couldn't be so surprised by that. After all, this Rider destroyed their home and according to Eret was giving them trouble for years. And not just to them, but also to other Drago's ships sent out to catch dragons. From this Hiccup assumed that this person didn't have anything against Eret personally, but more likely was on not-so-friendly terms with Drago himself. This made him an ideal candidate for an ally in the fight against the Dragon Conqueror. Well, at least in Hiccup's eyes. Eret, well, that was entirely different matter.

"No," he refused flatly at first when Hiccup approached him with this idea. The older man turned and started walking away from his friend. But Hiccup, being used to years and years of rejection, didn't gave up so easily.

"Come on!" he called after his friend, jogging after him, his metal leg slipping on the wet deck floor, but never failing. They were back on the sea for weeks now and Hiccup was already used to walking around safely.

"No," refused Eret again. He headed down under the deck to his cabin, probably hoping to shake Hiccup off, but the boy was stubbornly still three steps behind him, trying to convince him.

"It could be our only chance!"

"What on the word NO you don't understand?" cried Eret out desperately. Hiccup felt that his friend is starting to lose the last bits of patience he had, so he decided to change tactic. He put on the most serious face he was able to create and in low voice whispered:

"Eret, _please_." The dragon ex-trapper gave him a hard look.

"Won't work," he said and turned to enter the cabin and probably lock the door from inside to prevent his friend from following him. Hiccup rolled his eyes and angrily muttered under his nose:

"_Pigheaded idiot_." Eret wasn't supposed to hear this, but he did and now he was gazing Hiccup with a stern expression on his face.

"Excuse me?" he growled, trying to sound menacingly. It didn't work. Other thing Hiccup was used to was years and years of people growling down on him. He learned not to let this scare him pretty quickly.

"Have you ever heard: The enemy of my enemy is my friend?" he asked Eret, leaning against the near wall and casually folding his arms on his chest. Eret, finally recognizing the fact he's not getting out of this conversation, sighed and opened the door to his cabin, motioning Hiccup to enter. Hiccup promptly obeyed, seating himself on one of the chairs by the table. Eret took the other one, after he pulled out of the cupboard the bottle of mead and two cups. He filled them both and handed one to Hiccup, while drinking the second at once. Hiccup carefully sipped his drink, not being used to the mead, ale or wine much.

After the ice thawed and they were able to leave their winter island, Hiccup spent every day by flying on Toothless as far as he dared and searched for this mysterious Dragon Rider, much to the Eret's dismay. But Hiccup firmly settled on this idea and nothing could put him off. He knew that challenging Drago was dangerous, on the borderlines of insanity, really. But he didn't have any other option in fact. Drago was determined to find him and destroy him. Both for killing the Dragon Queen and taking his best dragon trapper from him. It was officially confirmed now. At least, rumours running in the docks they visited to refill their supplies and among the traders they encountered, said so.

So, Hiccup was Drago's new number one enemy. His only luck was that not many people knew him and practically no one knew how he looked like. Truthfully, Eret had bigger problem to show his face among the people. Being big and muscled made him easily recognizable as a famous dragon trapper. And he _was_ famous. Hiccup didn't believe it at first and shrugged his whole "best dragon trapper alive" as bragging. It may have been to some extent, but on the other hand, it seemed that he really had some reputation even beyond Drago's camp walls.

Hiccup, however, was big mystery to everyone. When people heard that he killed the enormous dragon, they automatically imagined he had to be big, hairy Viking with big sword and big lungs used for loud shouting. But Hiccup? True, he did grow up a bit and when he dressed into thick furs he even looked a bit broader then usually. But his facial hairs were only starting to show and were more for laugh than anything else and instead of shouting he was greeting other people with polite "Good day". Nobody was looking for Drago's enemy in _him_.

Which was good, anyway. Vikings were brave people, but not many of them who encountered Drago Bludvist before, wanted to cross him again. At the edges of the Viking territory, people either didn't know him at all or weren't worried about him (yet), but with every island Hiccup and Eret passed on their way back to the heart of Barbaric Archipelago, tales and rumours became more frequent and with that, fear too. And they were still in the "safe" waters, long way from Drago's camp and the centre of his Empire of fear. Hiccup could only imagine how people on the most northern islands would react if they knew who he is. Would they let him go? Or would they hand him over to Drago in fear of punishment if doing otherwise?

Hiccup was also thinking if the news about him already reached Berk. The only way to get some new information to the berkians was through the trading ships. Especially Trader Johann was well known for always bringing the most extraordinary news from all corners of the Archipelago. Would they believe him if he came with the story about Hiccup being now one of the most wanted men in the northern seas? Did they even know who Drago Bludvist was? Hiccup thought so; given the story about the Chiefs gathering Eret told him months ago.

Berk was in the central Archipelago, not far enough to never hear about the madman controlling dragons, nor close enough to be in straight danger from the same man. But during the winter, information exchange was practically nonexistent, thanks to the thick ice covering seas. Trading ships could start move again only several weeks ago. It was very possible that Berk wasn't visited by any traders yet.

But surely, they had to notice the lack of the raids? Hiccup was absolutely sure that raids would stop after the Queen was killed. If that so, berkians surely asked why that happened. Did Ruffnut tell them? Did she say he went to find the help and succeeded? Did they believe her? And finally, if they did not, did they go found out what really happened? So many questions and not a one answer. Answers Hiccup desperately wanted but couldn't have. He couldn't go home. Not yet.

"We don't even know if this person _is_ Drago's enemy!" said Eret, bringing Hiccup back from his thoughts. He refilled his cup and drank it at once again. Hiccup took another sip from his own cup and carefully objected:

"He was stealing his dragons for years; I think it's pretty obvious." It was, at least to him. But Eret didn't share his optimism.

"For what we know, he could be building his own army."

"Army to defeat Drago's," pointed Hiccup cheekily. Eret rolled his eyes and sighed.

"Hiccup..." The boy slammed the cup to the table and started furiously convincing his friend.

"You've said it yourself. We have only one ship. Drago has a whole fleet. We have hardly forty men. Drago has thousands." He didn't know when exactly Eret and his men became _we_, but he didn't care. That was what they were now. They were on the same ship. Literally.

"And finally, even with Toothless, we have just _two_ dragons. Drago has..."

"I know, I know!" cut him Eret. Hiccup shut up and the older man murmured tiredly:

"Gods... do you have to be _always_ so dramatic?"

"Ehm... Yes?" answered Hiccup hesitantly. Eret snorted amused on this.

"I want to take Drago down, really," he said then, seriously again. "I just can't see it happen with the help from someone who was giving us troubles for years."

"Better some help than none at all," objected Hiccup. Eret sighed.

"I don't know..."

"I want to help."

"So do I. But I was thinking more among the lines of helping occupied islands with supplying and fighting small hordes of Drago's soldiers and so..." Eret had undoubtedly good intentions, but that just wasn't enough for Hiccup.

"That won't stop him!" cried Hiccup out. Eret shrugged.

"I know that, Hiccup. But we have to be realists. I'm afraid that even if that dammed Rider agreed to help you, you would still bite bigger piece than you can chew." Hiccup knew somewhere deep down, that his friend is probably right. But he couldn't leave it at this.

"I made this mess..." he whispered quietly. Eret shook his head over him uncomprehendingly.

"_You_ are _not_ responsible for anything that madman did." He was looking at Hiccup like he suddenly got a second head. Hiccup sighed deeply and run his hand through his hair.

"No, but with my actions I brought his ire not just on me, but also on you and maybe on my home. I have to stop him before he will do something... something." His voice cracked a little at the end. Images of Berk destroyed flooded his mind.

"You didn't tell him from where you are," pointed out Eret. Hiccup frowned, blushing in embarrassment on what he was about to admit. It didn't seem at the time, but now, he had a feeling he gave Drago too much information even through he tried to keep his mouth shut.

"I told him I'm Hiccup Haddock. I told him that the dragon nest is close to my home. He was able to track us to the nest. And... I'm pretty sure my father, another _Haddock_, was one of the Chieftains at that gathering you've told me about. And he _escaped_. Drago may be a madman, but he is not an idiot. He will connect the dots eventually." Eret looked a little bit taken aback by this.

"I... didn't think of that," he admitted. Hiccup stood up and walked to the only little window in the cabin, looking out on the bright blue sea.

"He wouldn't start the war before winter, but now..." he trailed off. He turned to his friend and said determinedly:

"I have to stop him before he will get some brilliant idea about attacking my home as revenge." Eret was watching him for a few seconds and then he said...

"Alright."

"Alright?" Hiccup was a bit surprised by sudden turn in the development. Eret smirked on his confused expression.

"Alright. I still think that coming for help to Mister Mysterious Dragon Rider aka Pain in the ass is not a good plan, but admittedly, it's the only plan we have, so..."

"So..."

"So, we are setting the course to the last place we've seen him."

"That's..."

"Our fort. Well, what is left of it." With that, Eret stood up and walked to the door, probably give the new orders to the crew.

"Great," exclaimed Hiccup happily, or at least as happily as was in such situation possible. Eret just waved his hand.

"Don't mention it."

"No, I really mean it. Thank you."

"And I really mean _don't mention it_." He opened the door and disappeared outside the cabin. Hiccup chuckled and finished his cup of mead at once. It resulted in the coughing fit.

The rest of the crew wasn't exactly overjoyed by the development of the situation, but they didn't voice any objection. Hiccup was extremely grateful for that. He knew, that despite of gaining some respect from them, they were still primarily devoted to Eret and were following _him_, but no one give him a hard time about putting this idea into their captain's head.

Hiccup continued in his daily explorations. He was trying to map everything he came across of on them, still hoping to catch a sight of his fellow Rider. So far, he wasn't successful. But his spirit wasn't declining. Quite the opposite, with every day they were coming closer to the former trapper's fort, his hopes were rising. The Rider had to be somewhere close, he just knew it.

Eret, as usual, didn't share his optimism, but he was helping him searching anyway. He would leave on Scullcrasher every morning and explore on his own.

They were about a week and some days from the fort now. Three days ago they passed in relatively close distance of Berk. Eret convinced Hiccup that after the winter, their track was quite _cold_ now and he was sure no one is hot on their heels at the moment. After several hours of talking to Hiccup, he was able to convince the boy to sit on Toothless and under the cover of the night fly to the island. So, after almost year and half, Hiccup saw his home again.

His first and strongest feeling was a relief. When he was circling over the village, he noticed it was considerably smaller, but not a one of the new houses was burned or in any other way destroyed. Drago didn't come here yet, then. Hiccup knew if he did, Berk would be in ruins. There was no way of surrendering without the fight. Berkians didn't know this word.

He urged Toothless get as low as he dared without being discovered. He noticed several burly figures coming out of the light up Great Hall. He didn't recognize their faces from his position, but he could hear their laugher distantly. Was his father one of them? Or Gobber or his uncle? He wanted to find out so badly that it took him all his strength to stop himself from diving down to the plaza and take a look.

He spent there couple of hours, just hovering in the sky, carefully hiding in the clouds. When he finally turned to leave, it was with heavier heart than before. Being so close and not being able to reach them was tearing him apart. He knew that the Berk survived, which was at least some consolation after seeing how many dead was left on Dragon Island. But he still had no idea if his family and friend were among the survivors. Only one he was sure about was Gobber, for he saw the new smithy build on the place of the old one. And there was no other smith beside Gobber when he left. He _had_ _to_ survive, even if only to take a new apprentice to work in the new smithy. The thought of being replaced also didn't make Hiccup feel any better.

When he returned on the ship, he was in grouchy mood for a while. His enthusiasm momentarily dropped a little, but after a day of sulking, he jumped on Toothless again and continued to explore and search. Berk may have been fine for now, but there were no guaranties it would last. He was determined as never before to succeed in his quest. His flights were longer and longer and he was coming back to the ship later every day. Until one night, he didn't come back at all.

At first, Eret was convinced his friend just lost track of time and would return sometimes during the night. But when even after the sun rose up the next day Hiccup didn't came back, he became worry.

They had an agreement to come back every twenty four hours at the top to prevent exactly this kind of situations when the half of the ship was mad with worries and the other half with fear. In some cases, both at once. Because the first thing everyone occurred to, was that Hiccup was in Drago's hands once again. They were already in the waters belonging to him.

Eret continued searching on his own for a few days, but with every unsuccessful trip on Scullcrasher he grew more and more desperate.

"If Drago took him or if he's _only_ lying somewhere, injured, you will never find him on your own," said Bjorn to him one evening, after Eret came back after whole day of searching for his disappeared friend.

Eret knew Bjorn was right, but that didn't mean he was going to give up. No. The next day morning he mounted Scullcrasher again and with the orders to the crew to ship staying where it is, he flew to the sky again. Only this time, it wasn't in the direction where Hiccup disappeared. Quite the opposite. He was flying to the only place where he was hoping he would find people willing to help him with search for the boy. He was flying to Berk.


	13. Chapter 13

Berk was slowly getting used to the new way of life. Repairs continued steadily and for the first time ever, people were looking at their new homes as something which would last, not just a temporary place to sleep and to be destroyed during the next dragon raid. Berkians were sceptic at first, but with every new day which went without dragon's attack, they were warming up to the idea of dragons not being their enemies more and more. Of course, there were still voices who said this whole peace treaty was utter nonsense and that it will end in rivers of blood. But majority of Berk population was finally starting to accept.

Ruffnut was... content. She couldn't be happy, for the pain of Hiccup's death was still fresh, but she was slowly getting better. She was released from her normal duties in the village and became the Berk's dragon keeper full time. She even got two helpers for necessary repairs in the Training Ring and newly build stables - her brother, of course (who still liked to make rugs and blankets from the wool, but momentarily found the prospect of being around fire-breathing reptiles for all day long much more for his liking). The second one was Gustav. After Stoick's declaration of the end of the war, his mother finally changed her mind about Ruff and her activities and let her son join. Needed to say, that albeit just twelve years old, he was a big help for Ruffnut. He was very determined and excited and ready to do literally anything.

About two weeks after the end of war, Berk greeted the first trader who made it to their shores that spring. It was of course no one else than trader Johann. Tuffnut was overexcited by the prospect of hearing the new stories, which was trader always full of. The day the trader came, Tuff left the Training Ring in the middle of their lesson and ran to the docks. Astrid was watching him with eloquent expression on her face.

"Like puppy," she smirked and turned back to the bunch of Terrible Terrors they were studying today. This kind was so far most friendly towards humans and therefore most acceptable as a learning material. The other dragons already got used to the visits, but still didn't let anyone close to them. The exception was the blue Deadly Nadder. She (well, according to Fishlegs it was she) took some kind of liking in Astrid and from time to time let the young warrior scratch her chin and polish her scales on the forehead. On the other hand, she also nailed Astrid to the wall by her spikes, when Astrid came to the ring with her axe one day. Sometimes, Ruffnut had a feeling it was one step ahead and two steps backs. But she wasn't going to give up.

She took the shield and held it against the afternoon sun. The beams reflected against the flashy surface of the shield and landed on the floor beneath their feet. Terrors immediately started haunt the ever escaping little light.

"You see? They are actually very playful," said Ruffnut and briefly smiled at her friends. Fishlegs was giggling like a little girl, doing sounds of adorations. Astrid was just gently smiling.

"So that's how Hiccup made it retreat? That's ... kind of swindle!" said Snotlout and frowned. Second later, he was sweating under the angry look Astrid gave him. Ruffnut was oddly touched by the other girl's reaction. If it was some kind of guilt from forcing Hiccup leave the Berk or geinue concern for a friend, she didn't know. But fact was, Astrid would deal with anyone who said something inappropriate about chief's son before her and Ruff was grateful for it.

"What? You don't fight dragons like that," added Snotlout meekly, but after sharp punch from Astrid he shut up completely.

Ruffnut just sighed.

"We are not fighting them. We are trying to get to know them. It's not some trick, it's just another way around!" She wasn't angry, but tired to have to explain this again and again to everyone.

"You know, when you're talking now, it actually makes sense. You really changed." Fishlegs suddenly materialized by Ruff's side and spoke. Ruffnut turned to face him and without the world smacked him with her shield across the head. Then she turned again and started to walk to the box with the old tools and ropes in the Ring.

"Or maybe not," echoed behind her and she smirked.

She stayed in the Ring long after other teens left. With Gustav's help she fixed gate to the gronckle's stable and piled some fish in the middle of the Ring. Dragon's were of course able to catch them on their own, but as Gobber mentioned, no harm in making them feel welcome. Hungry dragon is not happy dragon, after all.

When she finally made her way back to the village, it was already dark. Nights were still very cold on Berk, even with the snow and ice already gone. She dropped Gustav home and hurried, looking toward the bowl of hot soup for dinner. This week was Fishlegs' turn to ensure the evening meal, which meant delicious brew from Mrs. Ingerman. She was still dotting on her youngest boy and by extent, his friends.

"Here you are! Finally!" shouted Tuffnut the second she stepped through the door. Ruffnut was startled, but before she could say a word, her brother continued:

"We heard some crazy news!" Only now Ruff noticed that beside Tuff, Fishlegs and Astrid also Snotlout was present in their kitchen.

"What happened?" she asked, worried that some Vikings finally came to their breaking point and decided to take this insanity in the form of peace with dragons into their own hands and cause some troubles. Her concerns were probably easily visible, because Astrid hurried to calm her:

"It's a good news."

"Well... interesting one," corrected her Fishlegs. Astrid started open her mouth to retort, but was interrupted by Snotlout.

"I'm not even sure if its counts as a news... fairy-tales, more likely."

"It's real!" shouted Tuffnut again.

"Like Johann's story about giant ladybug leading the hordes of pirates? Yeah sure," smirked Snotlout. He added the sharp punch to Tuff's shoulder to empathize his point.

"It was explained at the end. It wasn't a ladybug, it was a really big man in the read coat with exactly seven holes after flaming arrows he was shot with."

"It was stupid."

"Would you mind telling me what are you actually talking about?" jumped Ruffnut in the middle of their starting argument, even through she was enjoying it. Everyone immediately shut-up and turned back to her.

"Trader Johann came with the story about the dragon rider," said Tuffnut with barely contained excitement, his eyes shining with the joy. Ruffnut blinked.

"And what of it?" she asked with strained throat. Only dragon rider she knew was Hiccup and the others knew it. But her friend was dead, so where the hell they were going with it?

"We thought... well... Hiccup..." Fishlegs stammered out.

"Hiccup is dead," spat Ruffnut angrily, her good mood from watching her friends bicker like small children suddenly gone.

"Johann is absolutely sure that this rider was seen just a few weeks ago. And not far from here," said Astrid quietly. Ruffnut gave her one stern look and passionately fired out.

"That's not possible and you know it! You all know it! Hiccup is dead and I'm not going to hope again..." her voice broke. Hope. She was hoping for more than a year that Hiccup would come back one day. She hoped every single day and at the end, her hopes were shattered into the tiny pieces right before her own eyes.

Her left hand automatically slipped into her pocket, where the buckle from Toothless' saddle was resting. She's not going to hope any more. She _knew_ this time and some crazy story about dragon riders flying around would not change it. It was a lie. It had to be.

"I'm going to bed," she announced to her friends and without a word more she run up to her little room. Before she shut the door behind her, she could hear the voices of her friends raising again in the new heated argument. This time, probably about her.

Ruffnut decided to skip the dinner, even though she was hungry. But she couldn't face them now. What were they thinking, anyway?

From her musings she was interrupted by firm knock on the door. She didn't bothered to bane the person behind them from entering. She knew that knock. And Astrid wasn't taking _no_ as an answer.

"May I come in?" asked the blonde quite unnecessarily, given the fact she was already inside of the room. Ruffnut just hummed in affirmation. No point to fight, really.

"I'm sorry we upset you," said Astrid sincerely, as she sat on the bed beside Ruffnut. The latter blond girl sighed deeply.

"I know you meant well, but..." she paused, looking for the right words. "I can't hope again. Hope and then have my hopes brought down again would kill me, Astrid. I don't think I would be able to get through that again." She didn't dare to look at her friend.

Despite being one of the most atypical Vikings on the island, expressing emotions and fear especially was difficult. Emotions were _so_ not her thing. That would probably never change.

There was a silence for a while.

"I'm sorry. I... I guess I never fully realised just how much close the two of you were," whispered Astrid finally, look of surprise clearly visible on her pretty face. She knew Hiccup and Ruffnut were friends, close ones, but now she had a feeling that the feelings between these two went beyond boundaries of friendship. A small voice in her head was whispering, that maybe even _they_ weren't aware of it.

She didn't said anything else and Ruffnut was glad for it. They just sat side by side, Astrid silently letting her friend know she is there for her and Ruffnut accepting this just as quietly and with large amount gratefulness.

Later, Astrid probably had a word with her brother and with the rest of their friends, because next day nobody mentioned this episode again. Ruffnut caught a few questioning looks in the next couple of days, but that was all. Rest of the village probably dismissed Johann's story just as another made-up fairy-tale for children, so no one was asking her what she thinks about that. Hiccup was dead for them and that was it.

Ruffnut was determined to leave this whole unfortunate episode behind her. She would almost succeed with her goal, if not be for Stoick with his sorrowful eyes when he met her in the Great Hall upcoming evening (this story touched him very closely, of course) and especially the event which came up in the week after trader Johann hopped on his boat and left to sell his goods and stories to someone else.

It started innocently enough. From time to time, some rouge dragon would fly in the seeing distance from Berk, causing wholly automatic panic. The dragons never attacked, but people would be still spooked by the sight of them, years and years of training and instincts kicking in immediately. Situation was usually gotten under the control in time and before something which would anyone regret could happen. But not this time.

As usual, someone saw the dragon flying on the horizon and started shouting. Ruffnut was (un)lucky to be at the plaza at the time, getting the eggs from Bucket, when the chaos started.

"Calm down, everyone!" bellowed Gobber who run out of his forge and while waving with his giant hook was trying to keep order among the berkians. Ruff caught the glimpse of Chief as he was running to them from the Great Hall.

"Nobody attack!" continued Gobber to shout and he grabbed the bow from the hands of nearby fellow Viking.

"He will just fly by, as they always do," he added in surprisingly smoothing voice. Stoick finally reached the plaza and was filled into the situation and the people were beginning to slowly calm down.

"He will just fly by," repeated Gobber his previous statement and watched the dragon against the evening sky. They all watched, some with held breath, some with excitement, some with contained rage.

"Uh... I don't think he will," squeaked Gustav suddenly and pointed towards the black mark in the sky, which not that just wasn't moving away, but was moving in their direction!

"Uh-ou..." whispered Tuff by Ruffnut's side. Ruff jumped, not noticing her brother being there, yet alone standing right beside her.

"Could this be an attack?" asked her Stoick suddenly, his face showing clear concern. He didn't want to attack the dragon, but he had to think about the safety of his people in the first place.

"I have no idea," admitted Ruff, her eyes never leaving the dragon before her. People around murmured.

"Right. Into the defensive positions, but no one will attack until I'll give the order!" shouted Stoick and like the well oiled wheel, people around them run to their places. They had this rooted very deeply inside of them and few months of peace would not change that.

"Ruffnut, take cover!" shouted Astrid to Ruff on her way to her position in attacking squadron. Ruff grabbed her brother (Tuffnut was absolutely fine with them having the first line seats for some action, but she was uncompromising) and pulled him with her behind the barrels with rain water. With the eyes wide they watched the dragon in the sky growing bigger and bigger, until she was able to recognize his shapes.

She quickly listed in her head. It wasn't one of the common species which lived on Berk and near islands. She recognized the big horn on dragon's forehead, remembering his picture from the Book of dragons, but not connecting the image with the name. It didn't bothered her for very long, though. All of this just disappeared from her mind when she noticed something sitting on the dragon's back, right between his wings.

"That dragon is carrying something!" whispered Tuffnut excitedly, his eyes big like saucers.

"Not something... someone," answered him Ruffnut, her head once again swirling with the mix of sensations and emotions.

By now, everyone else also noticed the rider on the dragon's back and one after another expressed their mostly same amount of astonishment (that means absolutely enormous amount). Ruffnut heard Stoick give the orders to stand back and Tuff's excited babbling, but none of this fully reached her brain.

Dragon was now close enough so she could see his rider more clearly. And the traitorous spark of hope which somehow managed to survive her self forced abandonment of this feeling, died once again and it hurt just as Ruffnut expected it to hurt. Unspeakable.

The man (for she could now see it was indeed a man) on the dragon wasn't Hiccup. He was much bigger than her friend, with bulky form, black hair and ridiculous goatee. And when he landed with the dragon in the middle of the plaza and looked around, Ruff, who was standing close enough to see, noted that his eyes weren't sparkling shade of green, but (in her opinion) rather dull shade of brown.

The man jumped down from the dragon (Rumblehorn, remembered Ruff suddenly), absent-mindedly patted him on the side and took another look around. Berkians with the Stoick and Astrid ahead were approaching him from the left, Gobber with another group of villagers from the right. Behind the man's back was the cliff and before him stood Ruffnut with Tuffnut still peaking from behind the barrel. And yet, the man didn't seem to be at all frightened. He turned to the Stoick, whom he correctly guessed for someone important.

"I am Eret, son of Eret," he called in the sound voice. If he hoped for some kind of recognition, he was sorely disappointed. Berkians gave him curious, awed or furious glares, respectively on one's stance towards the dragons.

"What do you want here?!" asked Stoick, his voice not betraying single emotion.

"I came to your Chief, Stoick the Vast. I have information about his son," answered Eret and several people gasped in shock. Ruffnut would be one of them, if the said gasp wouldn't stuck in her throat. She felt her hands shaking. What was all this? Some stupid gods conspiracy?

Stoick's look darkened. He grabbed the handle of his hammer with new ferocity and in dangerously low tone said:

"My son is dead." On that the man, Eret, looked little unsure of himself for the first time.

"Uh, no. He isn't. At least he wasn't the last time I've seen him. And that was about five days ago." What came next could be described only as the complete stunning silence. Ruffnut did a few steps forward.

"That's not possible," she said, wanting to sound angry with this man for giving her yet _another_ hope to be shattered, but she couldn't make herself.

"We were on the Dragon Island. We saw for our own eyes what remained from Hiccup and his dragon!" called Astrid, not stopping eyeing the man before her threateningly. She was holding her axe in one hand and shield in the other. Eret gave her one long appreciating once-over and for a second it looked he will make some comment, but he held himself.

"We found the remains of the saddle. No bones. We know what that means," said Stoick now, sounding stern, only slight spark of sadness in his eyes betraying the way he was really feeling. Eret sighed and run his hands through his hair.

"No, you really don't," he answered. Before anyone could react on this as on insult, he continued.

"It all have quite sensible explanation. But it's a long story. Good one, but one we don't have time for now. Hiccup is in trouble. Big one," he added when no one reacted on his previous statement. Silence which followed this time broke Fishlegs.

"Are you serious?" he asked incredulously. Eret nodded.

"Of course. Look, I know you don't have any reason to trust me, but..." he paused and smirked. "Who else would be foolish enough to believe that dragons can be good and convince _me_, the professional _dragon trapper_ about that too _and_ teach me to ride one?"

"He may have a point here," whispered Tuff into Ruffnut's ear. She could barely nod in affirmation. This couldn't be true. In the last few weeks her beliefs about Hiccup's fate changed so many times, she didn't know what to think any more. Until now, she was able to convince herself to believe to what she saw on her own eyes. But now?

"How do you know Hiccup?" she asked. Eret turned to her and gave her charming smile, which was met with uninterested, annoyed look.

"Oh... I saved his life, he saved mine..." Eret waved his hand. "As I said, long story. I'm sure he will tell you all about it when we find him. You know how much he loves to ramble... especially when no one cares." Snotlout snickered on this and Gobber muttered:

"Great Odin beard... he actually really knows him!" Eret smirked once more, but then he turned serious.

"As I said... but we really don't have a lot time." He turned to Stoick and looked straight into his eyes. There were still doubts in them, but the hope from prospect of finding his son was getting stronger and stronger every minute. The joy shyly building got a sharp slap when Eret asked his question.

"I presume you know Drago Bludvist?" Stoick frowned and few older Vikings gasped in shock and fear. Ruffnut uncomprehendingly looked around, wanting an explanation. But all she got were startled expressions.

"What does he have to do with this?" asked Stoick.

"Everything, I'm afraid," said Eret, looking a little bit worried.

The chief was measuring him with a stern look for a while and when he finally reached decision, he motioned to the younger man to follow him up to the Great Hall. Before Ruff could make a move and try to sneak to this meeting, chief's loud voice echoed above the plaza:

"Ruffnut! You come too." Eret looked confused when _she_ joined them, his look slipping to Astrid all the time, but Ruffnut wasn't paying any attention to him now. Oh, he would have all of it once he started talking, but now, she needed to calm her wildly beating heart and her mind, screaming in joy and hope. Maybe, just maybe, Hiccup wasn't lost to her after all.

The meeting with Eret took long in the night. He told them everything - how he met Hiccup, how he saved him and left with him to kill the the Dragon Queen (Stoick's eyes shone with pride when he heard about his son's bravery. For some reason, Ruffnut wanted to punch him). He told them how they spent the winter hiding and how now was Hiccup determined to find the mysterious dragon saver and ask for his help with Drago - for he wanted to deal with him before Drago will catch him and end him.

"He left the ship five days ago in the morning. He was late before, but never so much. We weren't very far from the borders of Drago's territory. Hiccup knew that, but... he probably saw some dragon in need and went to save him without thinking it through properly." Some people around murmured in agreement. Hiccup surely wasn't know for thinking his ideas to the details. Eret didn't let this interrupt him and continued:

"Drago let know that anyone who would bring Hiccup to him, would be rewarded. And people do much less for money. I don't know if this really happened, but given the situation... it's possibility."

"He could be anywhere now," said Spitelout. Eret nodded.

"Yes, I know. And I would never be able to find him on my own. I would never cover such a big amount of space. Not to mention that even if I would be able to sneak into his camp and look for Hiccup there, I would probably never get out. I betrayed him and he's looking for me as well. And there are people in his army who would gladly turn me in."

"But what can we do?" asked Stoick, trying to sound not desperate. Image of his son in the hands of the madman wasn't at all appealing.

Eret breathed in to present his solution, but Ruffnut, who was probably only one who understand where is he going with it, interrupted him.

"Isn't is obvious?" Everyone turned to her with curious looks on their faces. She smirked, for the first time in weeks feeling really excited. This was crazy, dangerous and leading to Hiccup. Everything she loved at once!


	14. Chapter 14

_**My apologies for another long delay in updating. I could say I didn't have time, but that would be lie. I was just lazy.**_

_**Anyway, enjoy the chapter and shout you opinions in reviews!**_

Hiccup was mad with fear. Not for himself - even though being carried away in the paws of the dragon which he never saw before (and the fact that he just encountered not one, but _two_ new specimens of dragons and he didn't care was also telling) - but for Toothless. Toothless who was dropped from the sky to the sea.

"Hey! You left my dragon back there! He can't fly on his own. He will drown!" he tried to get his kidnapper's attention, but in vain. This... person, whoever he was, continued to stand on the back of four-winged dragon and ignore him. Gods, this really wasn't on programme when he left Eret's ship this morning.

Hiccup was breathing in for the next shout, when his words got stuck in his throat. Dragon carrying him dodged the last iceberg in the way and flew straight to the ice fort which suddenly appeared before them. It was huge, terrifying and oddly impressive. Giant spikes of ice looked the same as the ones which destroyed Eret's fort and Hiccup knew he found what he was looking for - the Dragon Rider he was hunting for weeks. But right now, he didn't really care. He didn't even liked this person very much. More than anything else he hated him for cold-bloodedly leaving his dragon to die in the icy waters of north seas.

"We have to head back for my dragon!" he shouted the second dragon dropped him on the ground. He wasn't even standing properly on his feet yet. Well, foot. He looked around, not seeing the rider, but dozens of dragons of various kinds, all of them closing a circle around him. Did the Rider brought him here just to be eaten? Little snack for his dragons? Well, that was something what Hiccup wasn't going to let happen.

He turned to face the dragon most close to him. He didn't looked very hungry, which Hiccup took as a good sign. He started to talk to him in soothing tones and when it calmed the dragon enough to stop growling, Hiccup did a few steps closer to him, reaching his hand to gently put it on the dragon's nose and therefore show him he's not dangerous. He was almost touching him, when he was interrupted by rumble of stones somewhere by his right side. Startled, Hiccup turned to look, only to see his captor creeping from behind the rocks.

"Uh... who are you?" he asked, immediately mentally slapping himself for this question. He smirked uneasily and quickly continued.

"I mean, I know who are you, but who you _really_ are?" Still no answer. Rider started to come closer. Hiccup instinctively did few steps back.

"Look, I'm not your enemy. If anything, I'm your fan! Really, don't let the fact I have friends among the dragon ex-trappers mistake you!" he tried to reason. Maybe this person thought he was one of Drago's men and that was why was Hiccup held in position to be roasted by dragon flames any second.

Rider still didn't react, just crept another few steps closer. Desperate, Hiccup howled:

"Do you even understand what I'm saying?" He was loosing time here. Toothless was somewhere out there, in need of help and he was standing _here_, trying to get a word from the person which probably didn't even knew his language. Just terrific. Suddenly, this whole idea didn't seem so great as before. Maybe he should have listen to Eret.

His thoughts were interrupted by the Rider hitting the ground with his staff. Before Hiccup had a chance to ask what the Hel that means, from the cave behind the Rider emerged two big water dragons carrying... Toothless!

"Toothless!" called Hiccup, relief flooding his body on the sight of his clearly exhausted and wet, but alive friend. He run to him and hug him firmly around the neck.

"It's okay, it's okay," whispered Hiccup into dragon's ear. Toothless gave him welcome lick across his left cheek and Hiccup shortly chuckled.

"I'm glad to see you too, bud. You really had me worried, there." They ignored the Rider until now. But when he started to move again, Toothless immediately growled, showing his sharp teeth and protectively circling Hiccup with his tail. It didn't help them very much.

Rider sunk down on his knees and hands and crept closer and closer to them. When he was just before Toothless, he raised his hand and with some strange move turned mighty Night Fury into a mass of purring meat. Hiccup was so stunned that he managed just continue in his slow retreat, until he was stopped by some rock behind his back. Or maybe some dragon. Hiccup wasn't sure, his whole attention was on the person before him, which was trying to touch him, reaching to his chin, only to suddenly move his hand away, like it was burned.

"Uh..." Hiccup tried to think of anything to say, but his mind went blank when the person before him finally spoke - in soft, surprised, tones:

"Hiccup?" He could say only one on this.

"Uh..." He was frozen with fright. _How_ could he knew his name?

"Could it be?" The person before him removed the mask and revealed the woman, considerably older than him, if the greying strands in her hair were any clue, but still quite good-looking. She didn't wait for Hiccup to answer her question and continued talking, speaking more to herself than to him.

"After all these years? How is this possible?" Hiccup finally recovered enough from his shock to ask:

"Uh, should I... should I know you?" The woman looked at him with incredibly sad expression in her face.

"No. You were only a babe." That didn't give Hiccup much sense and it probably showed on him, because she immediately added:

"But mother never forgets." Hiccup gasped, shocked beyond telling. But once again, before he had a chance to say anything, he was interrupted. His... _mother_ looked from him on Toothless, who in meantime managed to snap out of the state she included on him, and then with the slightest of smiles she said:

"Come!"

What followed next was probably the craziest chain of evens Hiccup ever had the pleasure to encounter. From the fact of finding out that his supposedly dead mother was actually alive and running the shelter for injured dragons, through the story of how she got here in the first place, to the fact how Toothless lost his tail-fin and Hiccup his foot. Well, the last one was just half incoherent murmuring on Hiccup's side. There just _wasn't _the way how to tell your dragon-loving mother you crippled one. Fortunately, Valka (Hiccup knew her name, of course and he really didn't know if he should use _that_ or just call her... _mother_) soon changed the subject.

"How did your father liked your Night Fury friend?" Well, maybe UNfortunately.

"He didn't take it all so well," admitted Hiccup. He scratched Toothless under his chin and tried to think about how to explain this. But his mother didn't seem to be very surprised by his confession.

"Hm..." she frowned, looking disapprovingly. Hiccup jumped down from Toothless, but continued to scratch him. He remembered his dad when he told him about Toothless and he had no idea how to explain this... basically strange woman before him what passed between him and his father. How could he explain to her, that even though all what was said, he just _knew_ his dad would give him chance to explain now. His mother _believed_ that people weren't capable of change. Hiccup _knew_ the right opposite.

"Actually, that's not right. He never met him." Valka looked at him curiously. Hiccup sighed and his free hand found its was into his hair in the familiar gesture which was accompanying him always when he didn't know what to say.

"I... I left Berk after I befriended Toothless. Almost a year and a half ago," he admitted finally.

"You run away?" asked his mother, but that Hiccup denied vehemently.

"No! No, I had to leave."

"You've been declared a traitor," said Valka knowingly and her frown deepened.

"No, I wasn't," refused Hiccup hotly. Well, he really wasn't. Technically. He could see Ruff's smirk before his eyes when he thought about this. He didn't know why, but had a feeling his mother held some kind of grudge towards Berk. Or maybe his dad. Be it any way, he wasn't going to give her more reasons to hate.

With another deep breath, he began his story. Well, short version, anyway.

"I shoot Toothless during a raid. After I made him that tail fin, he took me to the nest and I saw what lives there. The giant, ugly Dragon Queen. I left to find someone who would be able to take it down."

"And did you?"

"Yes. But unfortunately this person was absolute madman." Hiccup made a little pause before dropping the bomb.

"I guess you know who Drago Bludvist is?" When he asked this, he for the first time in his life found out how does it look like when your mother turns absolutely monstrous.

"You allied with Drago Bludvist?!" thundered Valka and Hiccup suddenly wished to be invisible. Even Toothless tried to make himself look smaller. Or at least that was how it looked to Hiccup.

"No!" Hiccup raised his hands in vain attempt to calm his mother down. It didn't work, so he quickly continued in explaining.

"I'm telling you he's a madman! But I thought he would help me, so I went to him and... It all got so messed up. He imprisoned me, wanted me to take him to the nest so he would make that Queen a part of his army. One of his men helped me to escape and since then we are on the run from him." That seem to do the trick. Valka looked calmer now and Hiccup decided to quickly continue before this changed again.

"We managed to take the Queen down and thus made Drago even angrier. He's looking for me now and I'm afraid that he figured out I'm from Berk and will go there and destroys it because of me. That's why I've been actually looking for you," he suddenly stopped there.

"Well, not for you like for my mother – though I'm very... glad... to find you're alive!" he was starting to babble like he usually did, so he rather decided to leave this topic for now. Hopefully, they will have a time to sort this whole mother-son relationship in the future. Now, he had to concentrate on saving Berk before it will gets into Drago's hands.

"But for you as a Dragon Rider. You fought Drago for years now and I hoped you would... help me to take him down," with shaky voice he finished. There was silence for a while and then Valka asked:

"Take him down?"

"Yes..." confirmed Hiccup, hoping that he convinced her about his good intentions. She wasn't saying anything for next several minutes, until Hiccup couldn't stand it any-more.

"Mom?" The word sounded foreign on his tongue, never having to use it. But it seemed to pull Valka out of her thoughts. With heavy sight she turned away from Hiccup and looking somewhere before her she said:

"I wish you'd come to me for help with that Queen in the first place." Hiccup smiled unhappily.

"Well... so do I, but I kinda didn't know about you. I heard about Drago and at that time, it seemed like a good idea." He leaned against Toothless for support. He heard his mother to snort lightly.

"Yes... I guess people are talking more about a man who conquers dragons than about the one who saves them." There wasn't bitterness in her voice, just sadness and maybe a little bit of disappointment. Hiccup understood this - this desperation over seeing people misunderstands dragons. And he was glad he could tell that he managed to find a few who were willing to alter their view and now were able to share his. Hopefully, one day would also his mother.

"You would be able to help me with that Queen?" asked Hiccup curiously after pushing his musings somewhere back into his mind. There will be time for them, too.

His mother turned to face him and for the first time she gave him a really big smile.

"Come," she told him again and led him to the another incredible experience of his life. The Great Bewilderbeast.

Later that evening, Hiccup sat in the cave with Toothless laying beside him and watched his mother to prepare dinner. His head was swarming with the events of the day, being it feeding time, flying with mother, the fact she knew more about Toothless than him though she never saw other Night Fury in her life or her knowledge of geography (which made him realize he was further from Eret's ship and closer to Drago's land than he thought). It was all simply... incredible. But as much as he enjoyed, he wished he could share it with also another people close to his heart, not just her.

And of course, there was a matter of his "visit".

"So, what do you think about my proposition?" he asked when Valka handed him wooden plate with roasted fish. Being hungry as he was, he eagerly bit into it, getting coughing attack in the next second.

"It's... hot," he managed to get out, while trying to not look as disgusted as he felt. Well, one was for sure - his dad definitely didn't marry his mom for her cooking.

"I'm not sure how it could be done, Hiccup," said his mother, apologetic.

"Well, you have much more dragons than him. And the alpha. It should be easy! The moment Drago will see us, he will realize he has no chance!" It sounded really stupid and naive, even to him. His mother apparently shared this opinion. With kind smile she shook her head.

"That's not how it works." Hiccup sighed. He played with the... food on his plate (he was waiting for his mother to turn so he could give it to Toothless. Really, he was able to swallow the raw fish his dragon burped out but not his mother's cooking. That alone had to be a proof that she was really, really bad cook) and thought about what to say next.

"Yeah, I know... but... there has to be something we can to do!" His mother nodded.

"There is. We must protect our own." She said it with all determination and Hiccup knew who she means by _her own_. Her dragons. And while Hiccup would also do anything to save them, he had also people to worry about.

"Berk is my own," he said quietly, but firmly. Berk was his home. Well, what was left of it, anyway. His mother may have forgot in those last seventeen years, but Hiccup didn't. and as long there was just a little hope that he could keep his home safe, he would do anything. Valka probably registered the determination in her son's eyes and with her own fiery spark stood up and spoke:

"I _saved_ these dragons, Hiccup. I'm not going to endanger them again." These dragons were her family.

"But..." tried Hiccup once more, but he was interrupted before he could finish.

"I'm sorry. But I can't give you what are you asking for." Uneasy silence settled among them. Valka looked a little bit shocked by her own vicious reaction, after all, it was some time since she was dealing with someone who didn't have wings and could actually say something back.. Hiccup, on the other hand, didn't look shocked at all. He was used to people refusing him. Why should this person, albeit it was his own mother, be any different?

He put the plate aside and stood up. Toothless by his side cooed and did the same. He may have treat Valka friendly for she really knew where to scratch him (literally), but his loyalties laid firmly with Hiccup.

"Than I'll have to go. I have to return to my friends before they start to worry about me." Hiccup didn't want to leave, definitely not like this. After all, who in his right mind would leave his mother after just finding her (even through they didn't exactly saw eye to eye in some matters - but they definitely hit it off in just everything else). But what he said was true - and he couldn't waste the time.

"You can at least finish your dinner, right?" Valka asked, suddenly insecure. Hiccup cleared his throat and lied:

"I'm full, actually." No way he's going to eat any more of... that. He bend down to pick up his satchel. His mother spoke again.

"It's not safe to travel at night here. Temperature drops very low. The harness on Toothless' tail could froze in." Hiccup knew what she was trying to do. She didn't want him to leave either. And Hiccup caught himself slowly giving in.

"Maybe... maybe I can wait until morning." He sat back down, picked his plate and under watchful eye of his mother, ate his dinner.


	15. Chapter 15

"I want this one!" shouted Tuffnut excitedly, pointing towards the Monstrous Nightmare in the Ring. Ruffnut caught Gobber to exchange worried look with Stoick. She understand what that meant.

"Hey, Tuff!" she yelled after her brother, who was already half way to the dragon. Tuffnut turned his head, but didn't stop.

"What about Zippleback? I think we should take Zippleback," said Ruffnut and pointed to acidly green coloured dragon, whose two heads were snapping at each other. Tuff gave the dragon one look and frowned.

"Why?" he asked, not seeing why he should rather ride _him_ than a dragon who could lit himself on fire. Ruffnut however, gave him a simple explanation.

"Two heads – twice the damage!" On that, Tuff's face shone happily.

"Oh, right!" He nodded and changed his course. Ruff sighed in relief.

"Do you think it's a good idea?" whispered Astrid to her ear doubtfully. Ruff just shrugged.

"It's surely better then let my brother ride dragon with such fire-power."

"Yeah, I guess you have a point." Astrid nodded. Then she pointed to Snotlout, who seeing that Nightmare was again free to claim, hurriedly made his way to him.

"Though, in the hands of _that_ mutton-head it won't be much safer." Both girls snickered and then Astrid went to the Deadly Nadder and Ruffnut turned her steps to the Zippleback. It was time to get to the work.

It was three days since Eret came and Ruff's life turned once again upside down.

The morning after he came and told them about Hiccup, and after they made up the plan for his rescue, she didn't go home, but went straight to the cove. She wasn't there since they came back from the Dragon Island. She sat on the very same rock as then and for the first time in weeks she smiled happily. Hiccup was alive. In danger, perhaps, but Gods wouldn't be that cruel and let him be taken away from her again. Not after playing with her hopes and feelings so many times. She wasn't _that_ bad person to deserve this.

When she came back, the preparations were already in full progress. Not even a hour later, Eret led Stoick, Gobber and Ruffnut into the woods to catch another three dragons, so everyone would have their own to fly. Because, getting to Hiccup in time was possible only on the dragon's back.

It wasn't met with excitement at first. When Ruff explained to the others at the meeting what Eret meant, there was shocked silence. Second later followed by angry shouting and exclamations of disbelief. Not killing dragons was one thing. But riding them? Even though he knew Hiccup did it, Stoick was reluctant to agree to this. But, at the end, his desire to find his son was stronger than deeply rooted prejudgements and he gave his blessing.

They managed to find one old lethargic Gronkle in the woods and badly tempered Thunderdrum near sea shores. Gobber felt in love immediately with his "Grumpy". Stoick's bonding with dangerous water dragon was a bit harder, but at the end they reached some kind of truce between them and so the chief of Berk was ready to go on the back of his Thornado. Ruff rather didn't make any comments on his name, just rolled her eyes like any sane teenager would.

So far, everything went just fine. Problems arose when they were trying to find the dragon for Ruffnut.

They were halfway to the nest of wild Nadders at the far side of the island, when they came across the Scauldron with his right wing trapped under the rocks. Long story short, they managed to free him, but it costed them the time sorted for finding the third dragon and Ruffnut's hair.

After that, Ruff declared she's going to share the dragon with her brother. She was impatient to get going and not wiling to sacrifice any more time. Others agreed quite easily. The prospect of Tuffnut _alone_ on the dragon's back was giving Stoick stomach ache. After all, they only just managed to build the village back.

"Al-right, everyone. Lets get started!" ordered Eret and started to teach them how to approach their dragons. Ruffnut would add something from time to time, but mostly she kept quiet, smiling secretly under her nose. Words coming out from Eret's mouth had _Hiccup_ written all over them. If she closed her eyes, she could see her friend standing before them personally and giving them lecture.

Training their dragons took them another two days. Well, training was maybe strong word - they managed to convince those reptiles not to eat them and let them sit on their backs. Eret admitted that being Hiccup here, they would probably have them doing tricks, but this would have to do. Time was getting short.

Morning of the sixth day after Eret's arrival on Berk, they were ready to go. Ruffnut was seriously surprised how many people came to send them off and wished them good luck. It seemed, that with time passing, more and more people were warming up towards the dragons. For example, Bucket was pestering Mulch to get one for them too.

Of course, there were still those, with Mildew as speaker, who hated dragons no matter what. And who saw their chief sitting on one as a treason. Or at least as the sign of lunacy.

"It's irresponsible from you, as our Chief, to leave in _this fashion_, to the battle with the man you can't defeat!" shouted Mildew, trying to appear like he had just Berk's best interests on mind. Who knew what was really going on in that old funny head of his. Ruffnut didn't know and more importantly, didn't care. And so didn't Stoick, apparently.

"I'm not leaving into battle. I'm going for my son!" he grunted in his deep voice, which didn't allowed any objections. Without any other word, the chief jumped on his dragon, took the reins which Gobber quickly made for all of them (there wasn't time for saddles) and took off to the sky as the first one. From the air he nodded to Spitelout, who was left in charge during his absence and then without any other word flew towards the open sea. Ruffnut and the others followed immediately.

It took them all day to get to Eret's ship. Ruffnut noticed very well how relieved everyone looked when they were finally able to jump down from their dragons. Tuffnut was openly groping his butt and whining, others just walked around with obvious difficulties. Only one who didn't was Eret, of course, thanks to the saddle he had from Hiccup.

Eret's men helped them to feed the dragons and then all together sat down for dinner. It was decided that they will start searching tomorrow morning, just after the sun will rose up.

Ruffnut ate her fish quietly, listening to the talking around. She was happy to hear in the voices of these men a real fondness for Hiccup, even admiration and respect. Man named Bjorn was describing them their battle with the Dragon Queen. Everyone, even Snotlout, was gulping his every word. They of course knew he did it, but hearing it from someone who saw the whole event, that was entirely different matter. Ruff looked around and could see great pride in the Stoick's eyes. She smiled a little, knowing very well that Hiccup would be hundred times rather to be famous for befriending the dragon than killing one. But it seemed, that the others will yet have to came to this conclusion.

After a few more stories, discussion around the table turned to the politics, which didn't interested Ruffnut very much. Yes, of course, she understood that this Drago Bludvist was a bad man. Madman. And that he had to be stopped. But all she cared now was getting Hiccup and Toothless from his hands, if he had them. The rest... well, that could be dealt with later.

She took the jug of wine and sneaked out the cabin and headed up to the deck. She was walking around for a while, until she saw the corner at the back of the ship, where the floor was covered by scratches made by dragon. Now, it wasn't anything unusual on this ship, for Eret told them what was he used to do for living, but these marks caught Ruff's attention. They were very specific and she recognized them instantly. They were made by the Night Fury.

She sat down, leaning her back against the railing, sipping from the jug from time to time and just enjoying the silence, interrupted only by echoed voices from cabins under the deck and sporadic moan from Fishlegs' Meatlug. This gronkle didn't take sailing very well and Ruffnut absolutely shared his feelings. Sailing just wasn't for them.

"You should cut it down. Otherwise you will fall down off the dragon tomorrow," said suddenly a voice above her head. Ruffnut looked up and saw Astrid standing nearby, hands on hips and slight smirk on lips. Ruff chuckled and raised the hand with now half-empty jug of wine.

"It's either this or that," she said, nodding to Meatlug, who just threw up another shot of lava into the ocean. Astrid nodded and sat down beside Ruff. She didn't asked if she's welcomed, as usual, and Ruff was too tired to kick her out. Thinking about tired, she yawned widely.

"Hey," Astrid shoved her with her elbow. "Why are you not going to sleep? We are leaving again in few hours. You could use some rest." Ruffnut just smiled.

"I can't," she admitted. Astrid took the jug and sipped some wine.

"Why?" Ruff looked up, trying to catch glimpse of some stars on the dark, cloudy sky. Anything to dodge the answer. What could she say? That she can't close her eyes without going mad with worries about Hiccup? That every time she stops thinking about how to get to him, her mind gets flooded with images of getting to him too late?

"I miss my hair," she babbled out the first thing that came to her mind and which didn't included Hiccup in any way. It did its trick. Astrid blinked, confused.

"Uh... I'm sorry? Did you just said you miss your _hair_?" she asked disbelievingly. Ruffnut put on her best offended face and, being the great actor she was, said in sad voice:

"I knew you would find it ridiculous." Maybe it was thanks to the dark around or the tiredness which crept also on Astrid and dulled her usually sharp senses, but it seemed, that Ruffnut bluffed her.

"I don't!" assured Astrid her friend hastily. "It's just... I expected you will say: I miss Hiccup."

"And why should I say that?" retorted Ruffnut defensively. Astrid just gave her meaningful look. Huh. Maybe she wasn't as convincing as she thought. For a moment, Ruff thought about just ignoring the girl sitting beside her, but at the end, she gave up.

"I _do_ miss him," she admitted quietly, sounding almost... shy. She was still looking up to the sky, but by the corner of her eye she caught Astrid taking another big sip from the jug and smirking like she just got confirmed some big secret. What was _that_ supposed to mean?

"I think he would find it awesome. The way you lost them," said Astrid suddenly and it took Ruff few second before she understood what she's talking about. Hairs. They were talking about hairs again.

"Trust me; he wouldn't even register it over the excitement of finding a new dragon." Astrid shrugged her shoulders, but she didn't say anything and Ruffnut was glad. This conversation was once again taking too... personal direction. So they just continued to sit there in silence, passing the jug of wine between them and having fun watching Fishlegs who came up on the deck to sing his dragon a lullaby.

Morning caught Ruffnut unprepared. Somehow, she managed to fall asleep at the end (wine may or may not had something to do with that). After quick breakfast, Eret took a word.

"I think it would be reasonable to separate into two groups. One going directly to the Drago's camp and trying to find out if Hiccup is there, second continuing in my search here, in the area around the ship."

"Very well. Me, Gobber, Astrid and Ruffnut with her brother will go to Drago, rest of you..." Stoick started to giving orders, only to be stopped by the captain of the ship.

"No... No, that's not a good idea," said Eret. He was rewarded by a look which could kill. The ex-trapper chuckled uneasily. Ruffnut on the other side, chuckled quite freely. Clash of the titans, that was hilarious.

"No disrespect, sir, but I know the way to the Drago's camp and my way around there. Also, if we were about to get caught, Drago would more likely talk to me than you. And you have the water dragon. They are great for searching in the areas like this." He was trying to sound reasonable, but Ruffnut had a feeling he's making that last thing up. She decided to not calling him on it, however, eager to get going and not loosing time by stupid arguing.

She looked at Stoick standing beside her. Her chief seemed to think for a little while and then he turned to his friend and right hand.

"Gobber, you go with him." And then in whisper which wasn't silent enough to escape Ruff's ears, added: "Keep an eye on him."

"I would rather keep an eye on you." Gobber, on the other hand, didn't bothered with discretion at all and answered in his usual loud voice. Eret smirked.

"I think that Astrid here and these two will be enough to keep me under surveillance," he pointed to Snotlout and Fishlegs and gave Astrid charming smile, which left her absolutely unaffected.

"We will manage, Chief," she assured Stoick and threw her axe from one hand to another.

Eret chuckled again, albeit this time a trifle uneasily.

Half an hour later, seven dragons flew up to the skies, formed two groups and then flew to the opposite directions. Ruffnut turned back to see retreating backs of Astrid and the others, hoping that this wasn't the last time she's seeing them.

They spent hours and hours in the air and it wasn't until the sun started to set down they actually caught a glimpse of some land. When they got closer, they found out it actually wasn't even a land, but just icebergs. Gobber started to carefully mention that it was time to get back to ship and let the dragons rest, when Tuffnut shouted excitedly, followed just a second later by Ruff. Before them, they saw massive, spiky iceberg, looking just as something what Eret was describing them as the thing which destroyed his fort.

"That's awesome," whispered Tuff, stunned beyond normal by the sight before him.

"Eret said Hiccup was looking after the Dragon Rider whose dragon was making this. Maybe... we are on the right track," said Ruffnut, hoping that Stoick would see it the same way.

And it was probably her lucky day, because he did. After exchanging one look with Gobber, they quickly headed to the ice fort before them.

"Keep close and try to not panic when you will see a dragon. There will be probably plenty of them here," instructed them Ruff, automatically taking a lead. She heard clinging of metal behind her and when she looked back, she saw Gobber putting on his _axe hand _instead of hook one.

"And no weapons!" she hissed. Gobber frowned, but did as she said.

However, Ruff's satisfaction was very shortly lived. When they got into the iceberg, they were welcomed by hundreds and hundreds of dragons, flying around them, beside them, against them. Not being that good riders, they didn't manage to avoid them in the air for very long and had to land on the small stone plaza in the cave they flew in. Their dragons kept protective stances beside them, dragons which were obviously home here, made a circle around them and kept growling and eyeing them threateningly.

"This would be so _cool_, if I wouldn't be scared to death!" whispered Tuffnut, gulping nervously.

"No sudden moves," said Stoick, carefully reaching for his hammer. Ruff saw this just in time to stop him.

"I don't think they're gonna to hurt us," she hissed on her chief and gestured to him to put the hammer away. He did, but he didn't looked very happy about that. Still, Ruffnut was pleased by the amount of trust he had for her.

"She's right, Stoick. If they would want to eat us, they would have already done it," added Gobber. He was rewarded with not very friendly look from his friend.

Dragons were getting closer and closer and Ruffnut was vainly trying to came up with something which could help. But then, there was a sound coming from the one of the tunnels leading from the cave. They all turned their heads to this direction, in fear waiting what it will be. Suddenly, some dark shadow emerged from there and before Ruff managed even squeak, she was knocked down by huge black body of the Night Fury. Night Fury, who started to lick her enthusiastically.

"Tooth... Toothless?" managed Ruff get out finally. Dragon happily cooed and continued in his task to get his friend disgustingly slimy.

"Toothless!" laughed Ruffnut excitedly and threw her hands around the dragon's neck. Toothless, her wonderful, silly, beautiful dragon friend was here and he was al-right. Which meant that..."

"Toothless! Get back." Voice coming from the tunnel was so familiar and yet it sounded different. Ruffnut managed to get on her feet just in time to see its owner to step out from the darkness in the passage. He looked still the same. Taller, maybe, and his cheeks weren't so round as they used to be, but he still had freckles on them, his eyes were the same shade of green and his hair were still impossibly ruffled.

"Toothl..." Hiccup's voice got stuck in his throat and Ruffnut felt a wide smile finding its way on her face when she saw his disbelieving expression. His eyes grew like saucers and confusedly oscillated between in saliva covered Ruffnut, still a little bit frightened Tuffnut, widely smiling Gobber and finally his dad, who was looking at him with all emotions only a father could feel at once.

Hiccup opened his mouth and apparently tried to say something, but no words came out. And for once, Ruffnut didn't believe it would be appropriate from her to get into this with some idiotic remark. So did, Tuffnut, to everyone's (later) astonishment.

"Dad... " sighed finally Hiccup and it was all Stoick needed to cross the distance between them and stay before his son. Ruffnut knew that Hiccup was anything, but mean and vindictive, but she still hoped he would not let any remorse he held against his father out now. But she didn't have to worry. For Hiccup, seeing his dad _here_, among the dragons, _with_ the dragon of his own and with the apology written all over his face, was all he needed right now to see that war between them is over. He smiled happily and before he could utter another word, Stoick clasped him in the bear hug, making it probably nearly impossible for his son to breathe, but never whipping the smile from his face.

Ruffnut felt a little like an intruder to a intimate family moment and for a second she thought about leaving, giving Hiccup and his dad some privacy. But then she caught Hiccup's eyes.

He was looking straight at her and the smile on his face was now intended just for her and her alone and she has never in her life felt more welcome.


	16. Chapter 16

_ Six months? Wow, really? Didn't seem so long... ups. Sorry 8-) _

Astrid wasn't a happy Viking. And it wasn't because she was riding a _dragon_ right into the hands of the mass murderer. No, not at all. It was sorely because of her company. Snotlout was insufferable on his own, but it seemed that paired with Eret, they together gave a term "terrible twos" entirely new dimension. And if she hoped that at least Fishlegs wouldn't get caught in their quarrels, she was very much mistaken. Probably being led by some crazy feeling of loyalty to his friend, Fishlegs got Snotlout's back. Well, at least he tried to - he really wasn't very good in this.

"What do you think, Astrid?" Eret's voice interrupted her musings. She had no idea what the older man is asking her, but given the fact Snotlout was throwing metaphorical daggers on him _and_ her, it was probably something to annoy the sturdy boy. Astrid growled.

"I think you should both jump into the water and die." She was deadly serious, bud Eret laughed anyway. However, he stopped immediately, when Stormfly (the name for her dragon she came up just last night) shot spikes on him. Eret was able to dodge them only in the last second.

When he got his footing again, he flashed a charming smile to Astrid like nothing happened. He was doing it a lot and it drove Astrid crazy. Especially because he wasn't charming at all. Yes, of course, he was good-looking. With his broad shoulders, strong arms, black hairs and quite nice eyes (not nice! just... fine looking!) he was prime example of Viking warrior. But otherwise, he was just... Astrid growled again, this time mad at herself for not being able to come with adequate comparison to this... man. He was driving her crazy. She just didn't know with what, exactly.

"Well, jumping into water is strongly non-recommended, as we are nearing Drago's camp. Over there, you see?" Eret tugged on the reins and motioned his dragon to fly closer to Astrid. She frowned on that, but took the telescope he was handing her without any other comment.

"I can't see any activity there," she said when she took proper look and handed the specks to Fishlegs waiting by her other side.

"Don't let it fool you. Drago is never leaving his camp unguarded. There is always enough soldiers _and_ dragons to hold the camp against any army which could may come here." Eret for once stopped smirking and looked entirely serious.

"Well, then it's good thing we are not here to fight," said Astrid and gave her companions a hard look. There could be no doubt, who is in charge here. Well, at least in charge of berkian part of expedition. Eret wasn't likely to take commands from anyone. And, as much as Astrid didn't like him (well...), she was willing to admit that he was their biggest chance to get in and out of Drago's camp without being killed.

She was re-evaluating her decision to trust him only an hour later, when Drago's soldiers were taking them to the big Chief himself in shackles, theirs dragons knocked out by some poison they shoot at them (only one who was able to get away in time was Stormfly) and prospects of their survival dropping down by every second.

Eret tried to reason with one of the guards escorting them, apparently knowing him. But man was just steadily ignoring him, not reacting on any of Eret's pleas. At the end, he even gave Eret sharp punch in the face, just to get him to shut up. For a second, Astrid almost felt sorry for him.

They were brought on the main ship, right before Drago. Astrid knew it was him right away, she didn't even need the man turn to face them. There was something dark surrounding the him, giving away immediately he's not the one to mess with.

"Leave talking to me," murmured Eret quietly. Astrid nodded, but Snotlout for some reason thought that _now_ it would be a good time to start another argument about nothing and hissed back at him:

"Yeah, sure, like that's gonna happen." Astrid rolled her eyes.

"Yes, it is going to happen, if you want to get out of here alive. Just go along with everything I do. And in appropriate time look adequately outraged." Eret was talking quickly and Astrid understood that he probably already had some plan formed up in his mind. So she just nodded again and kicked Snotlout painfully in his shin, when he started to open his mouth to complain again. By the corner of her eye she caught Eret smirking again, but before she had a chance to call him on it, he stepped forward.

"Drago!" he called on the man before them. He still wasn't turned to them and Eret used this to shake his guards off. With angry "Get off me!" he punched them into their stomachs and walked right to the Madman himself.

"Always great to see you my..." he stopped for second, thinking about a right term to use. At the end, he settled with: "friend?" It apparently didn't sound very good to him, but he decided to rather not dwell on this.

"Keeping warm up here?" If a tiny part of Astrid was admiring Eret's quick wit, she didn't let it know.

However, Drago himself didn't appreciate his former top dragon trapper's attitude. He finally turned to face them and Astrid's breath hitched in her throat. She heard Snotlout and Fishlegs gasp as well, but she didn't turn to check on them, her focus solemnly fixed on the scene before her.

Eret cleared his throat.

"Well, I know this all looks really bad, but before you do something you may regret later, let me..." before he could finish, he was interrupted by shout of one of the men standing by the carriage on which bounded Hookfang was held.

"He's waking up!" Uproar started in the seconds, men shouting at each other.

"Drop the ropes!"

"Give me some backup here!"

"Watch out!" Astrid was watching all this with clear worry in her eyes, turning this into panic, when Drago finally spoke for the first time:

"Drop the ropes." He started walking to the chart with the Nightmare, staring intently into his eyes. Dragon breathed the fire on him, but the Dragon Conqueror just raised his hand and shielded himself with his cloak. Dragon skin. But if Astrid thought this was weird, what came next completely topped that.

Drago started to roar, while waving his stick above his head, his eyes never leaving the dragon's laying before him. He looked terrifying and it seemed, that even dragon himself was afraid of him.

"Hookfang!" cried Snotlout aloud, when Drago stood right before his dragon. The Dragon Conqueror lifted his foot and put it on the dragon's nose, pressing down in the clear sing of dominance.

"What are you doing?!" shouted Snotlout again, his voice laced with a real tone of worry about his newest friend.

"You belong to me now," said Drago in dark, deep voice in the address of the dragon, but sending the shivers into backs of all present. He was staring at Hookfang for another few seconds and then he turned to Astrid and boys. He apparently didn't found them all that interesting, because he switched his attention almost immediately on man standing little bit aside. Eret just thickly swallowed.

"Uh..."

"You certainly have a nerve to show up here just like that." Drago kept walking until he stood right before the younger man. Astrid caught Eret briefly look at her and by hand secretly signalling to stay put just yet.

"Yes... yes," Eret scratched his head. Then he suddenly brightly smiled. "That's why I brought you these dragons - as an apology. And as an added bonus, I also caught you their riders. No extra charge." He even had the guts to wink on Drago. Astrid didn't need any signal now to act surprised, Eret's convincing acting skills took care of her absolutely believable shocked face. That and maybe a little bit of her sceptic mind which choose this moment to ask if the dragon trapper was really just acting. She definitely hoped so, especially after Snotlout outrageously shouted:

"What? Are you kidding me?!" Well, there was no doubt that Eret managed convince at least one person on the ship. Astrid had to hold herself to not roll her eyes. Instead, she turned her attention back to the two men before her. Eret now took a step closer to Drago.

"Turns out there's a whole bunch of them out there. They would make a great addition to your army," he started to convincing his former master. There was no way Drago would ever accede to this, but that was beside the point. Their only chance now was to convince Drago about Eret's loyalty and to let the rest of them alive long enough so he could save them. Astrid understood that much.

"How many?" growled Drago. Eret didn't answer.

"How many?!" shouted Drago again. He looked like he's going to snap Eret in half any moment. Suddenly, Astrid felt a need to turn Drago's attention from Eret, before something horrible happened, so she quickly entered the conversation.

"Hundreds. A whole island full." All eyes turned on her, including Drago's. Eret quickly regained his composure.

"I wouldn't worry about that. My men are hunting them down as we speak," he tried to assure the Madman. Drago turned back to him.

"They won't know where you're hiding. I promise you that. Hiccup won't be able to lead them back here. That boy has a terrible orientation sense."

"Hiccup." By the way the Dragon Conqueror uttered the name was clear to everybody, that he had some unfinished business with the boy. And unfinished meant he didn't have the young Berk boy as a captive. Well, they got what they came for, thought Astrid sarcastically. And kind of happily. That feeling disappeared, when she noticed Drago grabbing a large hunting knife, undoubtedly wanting to stick it into Eret's stomach in the rage fit. Quickly, to divert Drago's attention from Eret once more, she spoke:

"Yes, Hiccup You're right to be afraid of him. He's the only son of Stoick the Vast, his heir to the throne of Berk and the greatest Dragon master this world ever seen. And unless you let us go, right now, he will blast through here on his Night Fury and blow your entire fleet of ships to splinters." When she thought about this later on, she admitted she probably shouldn't ignore Eret frantically gesturing to her to shut up.

Because, her words only fired up Drago more, so Eret's weak:

"He's not a problem, trust me," resulted in Dragon Conqueror grabbing his ex-employee under his neck and snarling menacingly:

"Trust you?" He actually lifted Eret in the air, bringing his face closer to his own. Astrid's heart started to hammer wildly in her chest. Whatever plans Eret had, it was clear as day that they were over now.

"First, there was just one rider, then Hiccup and now all of Berk?" enumerated Drago and if the colour in Eret's face was any indicator, clasped Eret's neck even more tightly. Astrid instinctively stepped forward to help him, but she was briskly stopped by her guards.

"And you led them to me!" shouted Drago. Eret was trying to pry Drago's hands off his neck, but without any success. Drago was raving mad.

"That alone is enough to have you executed. I don't even need to mention the fact you betrayed me when you helped that boy escape and kill the Dragon Queen!" It looked he's going to snap Eret's neck right that moment, but at the end, he threw Eret on floor and turned his back on him.

"Drago!" cried Eret out, gasping for air, but his former master wasn't paying attention to him any more. He climbed on the bridge and addressed his troops:

"Stop all preparations! We must attack the Dragon Rider's nest at once. We will take down their Alpha and then we will take Berk!" Ugly, terrifying grimace appeared on his face. It was his smile. Astrid felt the cold run down her back. Fishlegs beside her was white as a snow which laid on surrounding hills and Snotlout was voiceless by fear. Eret managed to get up on his feet and do several steps toward Drago before he was stopped by soldiers.

"Drago! Please, don't... don't kill these three, take them with you to Berk, they could be useful to you...!" Astrid breath hitched in her throat. He pleaded for their lives! He knew them only few days and his only connection to them was through Hiccup, boy neither of them called a friend and yet he pleaded for their lives. Even if she would be able to say something, she wouldn't find the words.

Who didn't looked impressed at all by this display of humanity, was Drago. He gave the man before him disgusted look and in dispassionate voice ordered:

"Get rid of him... NOW!" Astrid's NO! came at the same time as the axe one of the Drago's men threw on Eret. Man himself had only enough time to shield his head by his arms and wait for a certain death. But that didn't come, for suddenly, from nowhere, large shadow emerged and from the sky above, blue Nadder came and covered Eret just in time to save his life.

"Stormfly!" cried Astrid. For a moment she thought that maybe, just maybe, they could get out there after all, but before even finishing the thought, the fact they were on the ship full of dragon _trappers_ caught up with her. Before she had a chance to shout anything else, several poisoned arrows were shot on her dragon and Stormfly was put to sleep just as the rest of theirs dragons.

"No!" whispered Astrid, her eyes fixed on her friend's unmoving body. She didn't even properly noticed that Eret was indeed unharmed and got up back on his feet. Her concentration was broken by Drago, who gave them all contemptuous look and then he icily said:

"Very well, let them all drown."

And with that, Astird found herself to be dragged to the back of the ship, right to the arms of death. How poetic. And if there was something she hated more than loosing a fight, it was poetry. Combined? She would rather die than endure both on the same day. Well, she may just be lucky, she thought, smirking unhappily.

"We need a new plan," whispered Eret suddenly into her ear. She briefly looked at him. He still looked a bit surprised by the fact, he's alive, but otherwise composed. Good. The last thing she needed was some hysteric break up - the one Fishlegs was heading to. Poor boy was so terrified he got sweat on his forehead and Astrid realized he didn't say a word the whole time. Now he was muttering for himself and from a few words Astrid managed to catch, he was praying to their gods for help.

"We are not listening to any of your plans again!" Astrid and Eret both turned their heads to Snotlout, who obviously heard Eret talking.

"Snotlout..." tried Astrid. Another thing they really didn't need right now was a fight over who's fault this was (technically, Hiccup's - how could he think that someone with a name Drago Bludvist would be harmless enough to help him?!).

"Look, Snotlout, I know you're angry..." Eret tried to soothe the other boy, but without any success. Snotlout's face crunched in terrible grimace and in the tone which was _definitely_ angry, he hissed:

"Angry? Angry?! No... I'm not angry at all. I'm just very annoyed. You will know, when I get angry, because it will be the last thing you will see." Leave it to Snotlout to use his last living breaths to threaten somebody. Thankfully, before he managed to add any promises about chopping parts of Eret's body (with his face), the man in question interrupted him.

"Good, now listen..."

"I'm not listening to anything you have to say!"

"Good again, I was actually talking to Astrid." Snotlout opened his mouth and closed it again without a sound, looking like the fish they were about to join shortly. He looked positively outraged. Astrid didn't blamed him. After all, this whole plan _did_ end being a first class disaster and for a short moment, even she wanted to scratch Eret's eyes out.

Warrior in her was shouting, how just she could be so stupid and and think Eret would be able to convince Drago about his loyalty? And how could she be so stupid and trust him? This was not the way how Vikings were handling situations like this. In fact, Vikings didn't get into situations like this. They were heading into everything with a loud shout and a death wish. Deception? Trying to talk their way out? Not really common. And for Snotlout, this was still the only way. He may have ride a dragon now, but he wasn't able to change his views over night. Astrid alone took more than a long while to grow up enough to abandon the traditional "dying with honour in every situation" and learn to appreciate life, just as it was.

"When the time comes, we need to divert their attention - some little fight should do," interrupted Eret her musings. Astrid shot one last look after Snotlout and turned her head back to Eret, trying her best to not look suspicious.

"Well in that case, you should let Snotlout talk." Eret chuckled and clarified:

"Vocal fight." Astrid gave a tiny nod as a sign she understands. Before she could say anything, the guards accompanying them stopped abruptly and forced their little group stop as well. They reached the back track of the ship and from the certain death was separating them only another Eret's plan - whatever it may be. For a brief second, Astrid thought she should choose different path all these years ago and not become a shield-maiden. Being a laundress didn't seem so bad now. What could be the worst thing that could happen to her while washing clothes? Whatever it would be, it certainly didn't involve dying in such a lousy way.

When she got at this point in her thoughts, she unabashedly moaned. Great, now she will whine over her life like some looser.

"Could this day get any worse?" she asked, not addressing anyone in particular. However, Eret replied, successfully starting their fake argument, aka diversion aka last chance at escape..

"Uh... let me see: we're gonna jump into freezing cold water and then die from drowning," the black haired man summed and even had the audacity to wink at her. She did a step closer.

"Looks refreshing," she hissed in Eret's face. By the corner of her eye, she saw Snotlout watching her disbelievingly and Fishlegs whine on her words. She almost wanted to go and comfort him, for he looked really devastated, but even if she actually knew how (she was still a crap at this kind of things. Ruffnut was in comparison with her absolute saint), she was blocked by the guard who was standing behind her back. She furtively looked at his colleague and he looked more interested in listening of their quarrel instead of watching what they were really doing.

That was the moment Eret was waiting for. He winked at Astrid.

"Please, ladies first." She didn't even need to raise her voice now and icily growled into Eret's smiling face.

"You are a steaming heap of dragon..." she didn't get to finish, because Eret suddenly leaned forward and without any other word ordered:

"Duck!" And instinctively, Astrid obeyed. Lucky her, otherwise she would be knocked down to the sea. Eret made few swift movements and defused two of their guards. Astrid, not wanting to be embarrassed, quickly joined him and together they managed to knock out the remaining two. All while Fishlegs and Snotlout were watching them, looking quite stunned.

Eret didn't miss any time and while freeing her hands, started giving orders of what to do next. Not even Snotlout complained this time and for his obedience was rewarded by joining Eret on the mission of finding their dragons. Maybe unintentionally (but Astrid suspected that wasn't the case) Eret forgot to cut off the boy's handcuffs. She didn't said a word about that, just untied Fishlegs, firmly shook his shoulders to get him up and running and then together started to look around the traps on the ship and look for their dragons.

It took them surprisingly short time. As first they found Meatlug, muzzled and looking terrified for a dragon. When Fishlegs saw her, he visibly cheered up. He happily whooped and hopped down to the trap, hugging the dragon. He boy didn't show any indications of wanting to leave and help Astrid with finding Stormfly, so she closed the trap again after Fishlegs and continued the search on her own.

She checked about five or six other traps. Two were empty, but in the rest were prisoned dragons of kinds she never saw before. And Eret's Rumblehorn. Scullcrasher looked at her in very unfriendly way, so she didn't dare to climb down to him. She stored in memory in which trap Eret's dragon was and continued her quest. She didn't do even few steps, when she run in the owner of pissed dragon himself.

"I found your dragon," she said. Eret smiled.

"And I yours." For a second, Astrid was tempted to give him a hug. But she managed to resist this urge and rather beckoned Eret to show her the way.

Stormfly was awake, but looking very drowsy after the drugs she was infected by. Astrid didn't loose a minute and jumped down to trap. Nadder cooed in greeting and Astrid was once again surprised on how much pleased she was with that fact.

"Where is Snotlout?" she asked Eret, who stayed at the entrance into the trap. The man smirked.

"I left him with his Nightmare." The way he said that made Astrid think that the dragon wasn't the only nightmare he left him with. Well, lets hope he at leas untied his hand at the end.

They exchanged last looks and then Eret disappeared, probably in pursuit to check on his own dragon. Astrid sat down by Stormfly's side and tried to make herself as comfortable as possible. Dragon's scaly body was providing welcomed heat, but Astrid didn't allow herself to relax. For the first time since they arrived at Drago's camp, she wasn't surrounded by people and that quiet was making her nervous. She was wired up and waiting for some guards to come and check the dragon or something like that. So when the roof of the trap really opened, Astrid almost jumped out of her skin.

Luckily, it was only Eret. He jumped down to the trap and without the word handed Astrid her axe. By the wound on his forehead which wasn't there before, Astrid conjectured that he went through a fight in order to retrieve their weapons. For that, Astrid had to thank him.

She expected him to leave again, but Eret sat down beside Stormly, just like she did. On her questioning look, Eret just shrugged and murmured something about Scullcrasher being very angry at being locked up and not really being in the mood for company. Astrid felt a tine pinch of remorse from not warning him - after all, she saw the dragon first.

For a while they just sat in silence and Astrid realized, that it was probably the first time neither of them had anything to say to the other. Eret was always quipping some big-mouthed comments and she was giving them back with gusto. But now it was quiet. Still, it wasn't entirely uncomfortable. But at the end, Astrid felt she needs to say something.

"I made it worse, didn't I? By telling him we're from Berk," she asked quietly. She looked Eret firmly in the eyes, challenging him to tell her it wasn't. But he didn't try to hush her with lies and for that, Astrid was grateful. She nodded at his significant silence. Eret awkwardly patted her shoulder in something, which was probably supposed to resemble a soothing gesture. Astrid shrugged his hand immediately, but the look of annoyance on her face was only half true.

Still, not wanting to encourage the man beside her, she quickly composed herself and firmly stated:

"We need _another_ plan. Preferably one which won't get us killed after we arrive to Berk or that... Dragon Rider's Island." Eret smiled.

"Great Odin, we surely do have a big consumption of plans, don't we?"


End file.
